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  Chapter 1


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  “Extra! Extra! The Arc de Triomphe has finally been approved!”


  The newspaper boy shouted, waving his newspaper. People flocked to him like ants to sugar water. Eileen, who was also in the crowd, purchased the paper with a coin.


  The cheaply printed material, with bold headlines and the size of the page itself, said,


  [The Council approved the construction of the Arc de Triomphe—The Archduke’s True Victory.]


  The Archduke Duke Cesare Carl Erzet of Traon—owner of the wealthy Erzet family, commander-in-chief of the Imperial army, and the Emperor’s only brother. 


  He was the most famous person in the Traon Empire. After the long and bloody battle for the throne, Cesare personally elevated his brother to the throne and was appointed Archduke.


  Following that, he immediately set out to conquer the Kingdom of Calpen. After three long years of fierce fighting, he achieved a sudden victory. When this news broke, the entire empire rushed into the streets to celebrate and rejoice.


  Upon his return, Cesare turned the Council upside down. To commemorate his victory, he demanded the construction of a triumphal arch.


  The Council harshly criticised Cesare. They deemed it impossible, claiming that the prince was truly arrogant in his desire to commemorate a victory that even the Emperor could not achieve.


  The Council’s vehement opposition was obvious, but Cesare’s reputation had already skyrocketed following his incredible victory. Allowing the construction of the triumphal arch would be equivalent to announcing the imperial family’s glory to the entire world. The Council, which was composed of nobles, would not concede. If the arch were built, the power dynamic between the royal family and the nobility would become skewed. 


  Cesare defied the Council by building barracks near the legislative hall. He made it clear that he and his supporters would not enter unless the Council surrendered.


  After a months-long power struggle, the Council gave a sigh of capitulation. Apparently, it happened the day Eileen bought the paper.


  “They should have ceased sooner. Still, we’re fortunate that the victory ceremony will take place during the social season.”


  “Indeed. I wonder which family will have their daughter become the next Archduchess.”


  Eileen adjusted her glasses as she listened to the crowd murmur. Her unkempt fringe continued to poke her eyes.


  The social season was in full swing. It was the responsibility of unmarried noble women to attend various balls and tea parties in order to find husbands. This had nothing to do with Eileen, who had yet to make her social debut.


  ‘I’m also curious who the next Archduchess will be, but…’


  There were too many things to consider before indulging in fanciful daydreams. Eileen shook her head, pushing away all the unnecessary thoughts.


  She continued her brisk walk, holding the newspaper by her side, before spotting a small inn in the distance. The second-floor room of the clean but small and old inn housed Eileen’s laboratory.


  Eileen felt strange as she approached the inn. The street, which should have been busy, was quiet. Normally, there would be a flock of children running around and playing, but there was none in sight.


  She looked around and noticed that all the house windows were tightly shut. Although it was still early summer, the afternoon heat was scorching. Everyone typically left their doors and windows wide open to cool their places.


  It all looked so ominous. Eileen hunched her shoulders and dashed to her laboratory, determined to seek refuge there regardless of the townfolk’s strange behaviour.


  Eileen’s quick steps slowed as she approached the inn. Uniformed men stood silently in front of the building. They could only be the Archduke’s men, dappled like shadows in the midday sun.


  A familiar face emerged at the front of the armed soldiers. The enormous man’s face was half covered in burn marks.


  “Eileen.”


  The man gave Eileen a polite salute.


  “S-Sir Lotan?”


  She was relieved to see a familiar face, especially one she had not seen in a long time. However, her shaky response made her feel slightly embarrassed. Lotan courteously pulled open the door.


  “His Excellency is waiting.”


  It was a gentle yet firm command. Eileen was pushed into the inn without any hesitation.


  The interior was completely empty. It was supposed to be buzzing with customers and filled with the aroma of good food. It was bizarre to see empty tables and chairs lined up with no one in sight. After passing through the first floor, where the owner had vanished, Eileen slowly climbed the wooden stairs.


  The second floor was also devoid of people. Even without opening any of the closed doors, she knew that the other sides were empty.


  Eileen walked to the last room on the floor, took a deep breath, and looked down at the door. The door with a polished brass doorknob was partially open. 


  She nervously pushed the door open, revealing a messy space. Glass tubes, books, syringes, and hoses—it was a room filled with all kinds of miscellaneous items.


  The familiar space felt infinitely unfamiliar. The reason for that was the man standing in front of the window.


  The man was caressing a flower pot on the windowsill. He carelessly crushed poppy petals with his leather gloves.


  When the man released his grip and turned around, a few of the red petals fell to the floor.


  He wore a dark blue uniform. The outfit was elegant and straight, flawless, with no revealing flesh. Only the medals caught the sunlight, reflecting a gentle glow.


  Under those dark locks, further shaded by the scorching sun, gleamed vibrant crimson eyes, unwaveringly fixed on Eileen.


  Those eyes were praised for being as clear and noble as rubies. And yet, they were also the target of cruel rumours, likening them to bloody depictions of heinous pasts and nefarious intentions.


  “Eileen Elrod.”


  A deep, pleasant voice called out her name. Eileen inhaled sharply, as if holding on to her last breath.


  “Y-Your Excellency, the Archduke!”


  Her heart was racing from the unexpected reunion. Her voice broke through as she swallowed hard.


  “I…C-congratulations on your victory.”


  Cesare chuckled at her stuttering. His smile suggested he did not expect such words as her first greeting. Eileen, too, thought it was a very inelegant greeting. She added hesitantly,


  “I thought you were preparing for the victory ceremony.”


  Because the Arc de Triomphe had only been approved today, the belated victory ceremony needed to be planned swiftly. He must have been very busy, but Eileen could not understand why he had come all the way to this shabby inn.


  Of course, he found Eileen somewhat charming. But it was simply courtesy shown to the daughter of a deceased servant. There was no reason for him to rush to her in the midst of the commotion surrounding the triumphal arch’s approval.


  Eileen held his gaze while waiting for an explanation. However, Cesare simply stared at Eileen. She struggled to comprehend the intensity of his gaze.


  When Eileen could not bear the silence any longer, he approached her with a faint smile.


  The sound of military boots trampling across the old wooden floor was audible. The closer Cesare got, the more Eileen could clearly feel his physique. He towered over most men, boasting broad shoulders and a rippling physique that exuded strength and allure.


  Eileen found herself breathless in the presence of the other, who made no effort to conceal his untamed nature. He possessed a beauty so captivating, often likened to that of a mythical god.


  And yet, Eileen was keenly aware of Cesare’s cruelty and intimidation. Even now, she could still smell the lingering scent of blood and gunpowder.


  As Cesare stood directly in front of her, she felt a strange tingle run up her spine. She then lowered her gaze, unable to withstand his piercing stare.


  “You made dr*gs.”


  “E-Excuse me?”


  The words made Eileen raise her head abruptly. With his eyes still fixed on Eileen, Cesare spoke languidly.


  “Morpheus, Eileen.”


  “Ah, that can be used as a painkiller!”


  “And?”


  Eileen’s mouth shut at the prompt. Morpheus was a potent analgesic, but in its unrefined form, it was opium. Because the raw material was a dr*g, it was extremely addictive.


  Following the former emperor’s death from an overdose, the empire executed anyone who produced or distributed drugs.


  Cesare, the Imperial Army’s commander-in-chief, had the authority to order a summary execution. Nobody would blink an eye if he pulled the trigger towards Eileen’s head.


  Eileen’s mind raced with all kinds of excuses. She yearned to be of help to the empire. She was even eager to aid His Highness’s wounded soldiers from the war.


  However, fear had gripped Eileen, and she could not articulate. She trembled at the thought that he might point a gun at her at any moment.


  Seeing her pale face, Cesare let out a light sign. He reached out to cup Eileen’s cheek, caressing the soft flesh while murmuring softly. 


  “Oh dear, I didn’t mean to scare you like this.”


  He spoke as if he wanted to frighten Eileen. Cesare brushed away the fringe before shifting to her glasses. They were crooked, so he removed them and placed them on his face.


  They looked so strange on him that they stirred strange feelings in Eileen’s stomach. 


  Cesare laughed, pressing his fingers against the frame of the glasses.


  “Listen closely, Eileen.”


  With glasses and fringe removed, the clear vision felt strange. Eileen looked at Cesare with quivering eyes.


  “It just so happens that I’m in need of an Archduchess.”


  Cesare leisurely lowered her head in front of the barely breathing Eileen. She was tense, completely unresponsive, as his fine black hair brushed against his form.


  “Shall we get married?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 2


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  A marriage proposal without a bouquet or ring was truly unrealistic. Eileen hoped she had misheard, or that it was some sort of cruel joke.


  But Eileen’s hearing was perfectly normal, and Cesare was not the type to joke about things like that.


  So, why go through with it?


  Her mind swirled with countless questions, leaving her feeling dizzy and overwhelmed. Eileen paused, taking a deep, slow breath to steady herself. As she exhaled, she struggled to regain her composure before finally responding.


  “I-I don’t want to m-marry you, Your Highness.”


  He asked sweetly, his smile unwavering.


  “Would you rather have your head cut off on the guillotine than marry me?”


  “I-I didn’t say t-that!”


  Her throat tightened with fear. Nonetheless, summoning every ounce of courage, she pushed past the paralysing sensation and spoke the words she had been struggling with.


  “You don’t even like me, Your Grace. You simply regard me as a child.”


  “That’s correct. You are my child.”


  Her heart sank upon hearing the words that defined their relationship. He was so frank, as if he were merely stating the undeniable truth.


  “That’s precisely why it troubles me. Your Excellency will need a successor, and inevitably, such responsibilities would fall upon me.”


  Eileen bit her lip and spoke in a trembling voice. 


  “And… You can’t do that with… me.”


  Cesare grabbed Eileen by the scruff of her neck. He turned her head to the side before giving her a deep kiss. Eileen was so startled when a soft lump of flesh forced its way into her mouth. She desperately tried to push him away.


  Their lips parted with a wet sound. Eileen’s heart pounded in her chest with such intensity that it felt like it might burst. She looked at Cesare, trembling with apprehension, her emotions swirling in a tumultuous storm of confusion and unease.


  That smile no longer graced those lips. Only the deep crimson stare remained.


  “How was it?”


  He asked in a drawl.


  “Was it to your satisfaction?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  They met for the first time when Eileen was ten and Cesare was seventeen.


  Eileen would occasionally visit the Imperial Palace with her mother, who served as the Prince’s nanny.


  Eileen was curious as a child, so she explored the Imperial Garden every time she got the chance. She was usually led around by her mother with a clenched hand. But one day, while her mother was preoccupied with her duties, Eileen became enchanted by a butterfly. She chased the little thing and eventually lost her way.


  She wandered alone through the vast garden for a while, and just as she was about to collapse from exhaustion, she ran into Cesare.


  “Ah-!”


  She was so overjoyed to finally meet an adult that she burst into tears. Eileen rushed to Cesare and hugged him. Nestled in his broad chest, she sobbed softly before belatedly wiping her nose, looking up at the ‘adult’ who held her.


  The early summer sunlight shone on the handsome man, and Eileen was dazzled. Those vibrant eyes reminded her of poppy flowers. It shocked Eileen that she had forgotten why she had cried.


  Peeking behind the man, she half expected to see some white wings. He looked too angelic to be human. She was disappointed to find only other larger adults accompanying this younger ‘adult’.


  Unlike Eileen, who had no idea who these people were, Cesare recognised the crying girl as his nanny’s young daughter. He smiled with a slight twist of his lips.


  “You must be Lily.”


  Only her mother called Eileen by that nickname. Cesare plucked a nearby blooming lily flower and handed it to the wide-eyed girl. He then lifted her into a princess carry and personally returned the girl to her mother.


  Eileen was scolded harshly that day, but she was not upset by it. In fact, she simply smiled brightly as she gazed at the vase with beautifully sorted lilies.


  Before going to bed, she meticulously documented her encounter with the angel in the Imperial Palace in her diary.


  ‘I hope to see you again next time I visit the palace.’


  Cesare would occasionally check in with his nanny to see how Eileen was doing. At those times, Eileen could meet Cesare. It was an absolute joy for young Eileen.


  The little girl would sit with the young man and share afternoon teas together. Eileen was usually the one to carry out all of their conversations.


  Unlike other children her age, Eileen was only interested in plants. Cesare listened patiently as the young girl rambled about various flora. Regardless of how boring and uninteresting it was, he never interrupted.


  That was how the relationship began, and it has remained unchanged to this day.


  ‘I believed him to be an angel rather than the devil.’’


  Regardless of her youth, she possessed a sharp mind. By then, Cesare had become a seasoned soldier with extensive experience on the battlefield. He exuded an aura that made ordinary people hesitant to approach him.


  To bravely rush into the arms of someone as beautiful but cold as a well-forged sword. To abandon all the other adults behind.


  ‘Sir Lotan should have interfered then.’’


  Had that been so, today would have unfolded differently.


  Eileen exited the inn in a daze. Outside, an expensive black vehicle awaited her, which appeared out of place on the well-worn road. Lotan supported Eileen, who was unsteady on her feet, and helped her enter the car.


  “Miss Eileen, I will take you there.”


  He sat them both down before closing the door. With that, the soldier in the driver’s seat grabbed the steering wheel.


  Lotan would normally have occupied the passenger seat next to the driver. This time, he was beside Eileen, casually passing her a handkerchief and a lemon-flavoured candy.


  “…”


  Was he still treating her so because she cried when they first met? Cesare’s knights did emulate their master’s tendency to treat her like a crybaby and a child.


  Eileen was now a fully grown adult, and she did not cry easily. Candy, however… She would admit to eating them frequently.


  Nonetheless, she could not refuse Lotan’s kindness, so she reluctantly accepted and placed them on her lap. Then she relayed what had happened prior.


  “Sir Lotan… His Excellency proposed to me.”


  “I see.”


  His reaction was far too nonchalant. Eileen clutched the handkerchief and candies tightly. Unable to bring up the kiss, she emphasised the proposal itself.


  “So you knew about the proposal?”


  Lotan arched a thick brow, as if he had nothing to contribute. He did not even blink an eye at His Excellency’s proposal to the woman he had regarded as a child for the previous ten years.


  “You don’t seem surprised.”


  “Isn’t it obvious? Eileen would have been sentenced to death.”


  Lotan presented his argument in a very rational tone.


  “We’re in a situation in which we must save Eileen in some way. Since His Excellency requires an archduchess, he simply chose the most efficient method.”


  “An efficient method…”


  Despite her dumbfounded muttering, Lotan’s expression remained unchanged. Eileen appeared to be the only one who thought this situation was absurd.


  Eileen reflected briefly on the ‘marriage proposal’ she had received earlier.


  She was either to be executed or to get married.


  It did not seem to be much of a choice. Cesare’s motivations were somewhat understandable.


  Within the empire, Eileen’s family was regarded as minor nobles. They had nothing—no money, no power, and no honour—but that was their status.


  The existence of the Elrod family provided no benefit to the Archduke. However, if Eileen were executed for dr*g offences, Cesare would suffer humiliation. The opposing factions would seize any opportunity to tarnish his reputation.


  He appeared to be intent on diverting people’s attention with the hot topic of the victory ceremony and the Archduke’s marriage, while also completely erasing any evidence of Eileen’s actions.


  It could not have been calculated purely for political reasons. Cesare considered Eileen a trustworthy ally. Although she did not come from a family that could provide him with power through marriage, she was someone who would not stab him in the back, literally or figuratively.


  Cesare’s trust in Eileen stemmed entirely from her mother.


  Eileen was not always the Elrod family’s eldest child. When Eileen’s mother gave birth to her first child, the baby died shortly afterwards.


  After that, she moved to the Imperial Palace and became his nanny. She knew it was her fate the moment she saw Cesare. Her mother revered Cesare as if he were a child sent to her by God.


  In fact, it seemed ridiculous to have a mother who lost her child be the new prince’s wet nurse.


  The reason Eileen’s mother was chosen was obvious. It meant that Cesare was an abandoned prince.


  The late emperor had had an excessive number of children. Just the number of officially recognised ones surpassed a dozen. Cesare, who was also born out of wedlock, was rejected by everyone.


  To survive, Cesare had to betray and be betrayed many times.


  Throughout that never-ending cycle, Eileen’s mother remained steadfastly loyal to Cesare until the day she died.


  She was one of the few people Cesare trusted completely. 


  Thanks to her, her daughter Eileen also found sanctuary within his circle of trust.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 3


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Given the circumstances, marriage to the Archduke was advantageous for both parties, regardless of how drastic it was. In fact, it benefited Eileen more than it cost her.


  ‘Maybe it would be okay if I just accepted everything.’


  After all, Cesare was no longer an abandoned prince. He was an archduke, with the Emperor as his older brother and hundreds of thousands of soldiers serving under him. He was also a hero who saved the country and now holds the Arc de Triomphe.


  Becoming engaged to such a man was something to be celebrated. Eileen, on the other hand, struggled to accept it.


  She knew he possessed a cruel temperament and was incapable of loving anyone.


  For Cesare, kisses and engagements held no emotional significance. He proposed out of necessity and kissed her just to assure Eileen that they could consummate the marriage.


  He would have done the same if his plans had necessitated another woman. That fact was too painful for Eileen to bear.


  Because Eileen…


  ‘Because I love him.’


  …She secretly harboured feelings for Cesare for a very long time.


  She did not want her unrequited love to turn into a shallow one. Rather than becoming an empty shell of a couple, she would have rather observed her love from a distance, hearing of him through newspapers.


  A sharp pang pierced her heart, casting a shadow over Eileen’s face. Lotan’s voice softened as he spoke.


  “Even if it displeases you, there’s no other option. Then again, why take the risk? Without His Excellency, you’d have faced the guillotine.”


  (Ed. note: I have a feeling that others learned about Eileen’s little lab. So then came Cesare, the blackened prince, riding his nightmare steed.)


  What Lotan said was not an exaggeration. If someone other than Cesare had discovered Eileen first, she would have been executed without hesitation.


  Eileen, fiddling with the candy and handkerchief on her lap, mumbled gloomily,


  “All I wanted was to help His Excellency.”


  Though she couldn’t speak her mind in front of Cesare, she could salvage some excuse for Lotan.


  “Powerful painkillers are essential in times of war. I was confident it would be innovative…”


  Eileen’s words melded together when a thought struck her.


  “But, how did you find out?!”


  Morpheus was still in the experimental phase. It was a substance that had been meticulously studied because of its dual nature. It had not once left her laboratory.


  “It surprises me that you thought His Excellency wouldn’t find out.”


  Lotan seemed perplexed by Eileen’s question.


  “With how diligently you’ve been purchasing opium, did you really believe you wouldn’t be caught? At first, I suspected you were an opium addict. Perhaps you were duped into buying it for someone else.”


  “I am not that foolish.”


  “Don’t you recall being kidnapped once for a piece of candy?”


  Red in the face from embarrassment, Eileen screeched.


  “I was twelve when that happened!”


  That happened over a decade ago, and it was not over a single piece of candy.


  The kidnapper gave her a bag of lemon-flavoured candy and one of orange-flavoured candy, both of which she had never tried before. He had also shown her a peculiar plant, a specimen so fine that it enticed her even more to follow him.


  Nonetheless, Cesare’s subordinates would forever remember Eileen as that little girl who was tempted by a piece of sweet. Lotan, in his heavy muttering, tried to recall every detail of the incident. 


  “Just thinking about the chaos that ensued back then… How disorienting it was.”


  “Now you’re overreacting.”


  Eileen drew Lotan out of his reminiscences.


  She tried so hard to cool her burning cheeks with the back of her hands. 


  “Anyway, if there is another option, I would prefer to avoid this marriage. It’s all too sudden, and it might cause trouble for His Excellency.”


  Eileen was not confident in her statement, having committed a crime and all. The man beside her glanced at her, his expression showing understanding of her predicament. Despite his rugged appearance, he was a sympathetic man.


  “It must be burdensome. However, His Excellency is doing this out of concern for you, Miss Eileen.”


  “…”


  “He is also a person who will never back down from his decision.”


  Eileen was keenly aware of this. If Cesare chose Eileen as the Archduchess, then she would assume the role, just like when he decided to elevate his older brother to the position of Emperor.


  Despite knowing that her future was set in stone, Eileen attempted a weak but futile protest.


  “Please give me some time. I need to tell my father as well.”


  Lotan’s eyes flashed with disgust as soon as Eileen mentioned her father. Lotan smoothed his expression before Eileen noticed. After a brief pause, he introduced a new topic.


  “Come to think of it, it’s been a long time since we last met.”


  “Has anything happened thus far?”


  “There have been some minor concerns. Why didn’t you send a letter to His Excellency?”


  His question surprised Eileen.


  “A letter?”


  After Cesare left for battle three years ago, Eileen wrote him letters every single day. Nearly a year had passed without a single response. She had no expectations, so she was not disappointed. Not to say that she was not melancholic for that reason.


  “I thought he wasn’t reading them. Since I didn’t receive any replies, I assumed personal letters weren’t being delivered on the battlefield. Even if they were, I thought he wouldn’t have the time to read them with his demanding schedule.”


  She did not want to be an annoying pest to Cesare. The following year, she stopped writing. She had only heard about Cesare through the newspapers over the last three years. Today, Cesare appeared out of nowhere and proposed to her.


  “His Excellency was delighted every time he received a letter.”


  Then why wasn’t there a single response? It seemed like Lotan was saying this to comfort her. After all, since Lotan was a knight under Cesare’s direct command, he would have seen the discarded letters.


  Eileen concealed her bitterness and smiled, pretending to be cheerful in response to Lotan’s thoughtfulness.


  “Now that he has officially returned, there is no need for letters. I’ll make up to him.”


  “Good. All you have to do is just stay by his side.”


  Lotan chuckled softly as Eileen pretended not to understand his words. The vehicle had also come to a stop just in time.


  “We’re here.”


  Before she knew it, she was in front of the house. Eileen inherited a small, two-story brick house with a small garden from her mother.


  According to imperial law, her father should have inherited it. Instead, it had gone to Eileen, thanks to Cesare’s intervention in her mother’s will.


  In the garden, orange trees swayed in the wind with their green leaves. They were ripe with fruits, giving some life to the otherwise dull brick house.


  Such a picturesque scene was not fit for a fallen noble family akin to the Elrods. After all, orange saplings were a symbol of extravagance. It was also a gift from Cesare.


  Lotan was the first to exit the vehicle and open the door after it came to a halt. He was pleased to see the orange tree after hearing the sound of leaves rustling in the wind.


  “Has anyone tried to steal oranges?”


  “Of course there was one.”


  There had been one attempted theft since receiving the orange tree as a gift. The daring orange thief was shot by the Archduke’s troops. Since then, no one has dared to approach the orange tree or Eileen’s home.


  Eileen gave Lotan a gentle glance as he continued to accompany her. The rugged-looking man smiled broadly as their gazes met, his scarred face creasing.


  Eileen regarded the Archduke’s first knights as gods, much like the orange tree, which did not suit the Elrods. They were never the type to smile and talk openly, much less the Archduke.


  Eileen smiled back at him, attempting to shake off her overwhelming feeling.


  “Thank you, Sir Lotan. Do you by chance have some time for a cup of tea?”


  Eileen was reluctant to let him depart so swiftly, especially after not seeing him for so long. She was also curious about what had happened over the years. 


  To her delight, Lotan readily agreed.


  The two drank tea in the brick house’s small living room. Lotan informed Eileen of those who wished to see her.


  “Senon is eager to see you. He insisted several times that I send his greetings after learning of my visit today.”


  “Sir Senon?”


  “Yes. Who else but Senon? Michael was also very insistent. And Diego mentions you whenever he gets the chance. He seems to think you are still a little girl. He bought you a rabbit doll for when he returns to the capital. So, I grabbed one as well.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 4


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen spent her conversations with Lotan in laughter as time passed. When the sun began to set, he looked through the window and got up.


  “I think I should be going now.”


  Eileen walked him out, but only to the front door. When she tried to step outside, Lotan’s seriousness stopped her.


  “It’s chilly outside, my lady. You needn’t go that far.”


  It seemed strange that the early summer breeze could be so cold in the evening. But Eileen, who was used to the knight’s overprotectiveness, did not argue and bade him farewell.


  “I’ll see you next time.”


  “Until then, Miss Eileen.”


  Eileen tried to mirror the knight’s polite salute. The endearing sight amused Lotan, who couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


  “I’ll be back shortly with a gift.”


  Lotan lingered after saying goodbye, waiting for Eileen to close the front door securely behind her. The cheerful expression he wore in the girl’s presence had vanished, replaced by his usual stoic demeanour. After carefully checking the house for any signs of strange activity, he left.


  Once inside the vehicle, he coldly asked the driver,


  “Any news about Baron Elrod?”


  “He is in a meeting with His Excellency.”


  Baron Elrod was Eileen’s father. The very thought of the man caused Lotan to utter obscenities that would undoubtedly have shocked the young lady.


  The driver glanced through the rear-view mirror at their master’s right-hand man and added cautiously,


  “I am concerned about the young lady’s state of mind.”


  This concern mirrored Lotan’s. He narrowed his eyes gently and gave an order.


  “Let’s head back.”


  Lotan glanced at the orange tree and the small brick house as the black car pulled away.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The Elrod family first made their fortune through usury*, using their accumulated wealth to acquire titles of nobility, thereby consolidating their social position.


  (Ed. note: Usury is the practice of lending money at ridiculously high interest rates.)


  During Eileen’s grandfather’s reign, the wealthy and prestigious family fell into decline.


  Eileen’s father was at the root of it all.


  Despite his notorious recklessness, he was the family’s only legitimate heir. When Eileen’s grandfather died and her father assumed the title of Baron Elrod, a chain of tragic events began.


  With no one to challenge him, the new Baron did as he pleased. His family fell into ruin after he gambled away their fortune. 


  The Elrod family’s last hope laid with Eileen’s mother, who tirelessly begged her parents for support. She sold property to pay off debts, but even after they had downsized to a modest brick house, Eileen’s father continued to drown himself in alcohol and gambling.


  The family’s decline culminated during Eileen’s university studies in botany and pharmacology. Eileen rushed home after receiving a distressing letter from her mother, only to discover that their situation had already spiralled out of control.


  Unable to afford Eileen’s tuition and struggling to put food on the table, the family was forced to sell their only remaining asset, the brick house. Despite Eileen and her mother’s tireless efforts to keep it, they found themselves fighting a losing battle.


  In the midst of their despair, Eileen’s father casually mentioned Cesare.


  “Just ask him for help. Why are you so hesitant?”


  Her mother glared every time he said it.


  “Do you have a death wish?!”


  Cesare was aware of the Elrods’ predicament. He subtly inquired if Eileen needed any financial help. The girl always refused, insisting that they were doing well.


  But her reason was different from her mother’s. Eileen was not afraid of her crush. She simply did not want to appear miserable in front of her crush. And yet, there was a time when she was forced to seek help.


  Eileen’s father was the root of the cause.


  ‘I didn’t even have enough for my mother’s funeral.’


  Perhaps she would have died the same day as her mother had it not been for Cesare.


  The day her mother passed away…


  After gathering every penny she had, she sent it to the doctor, who confirmed her mother’s death. After that, all that was left was a single, lonely house.


  She had no idea how long she had sat there alone by her mother’s body. At some point, Eileen got up and made her way to the Imperial Palace. She did not have enough money to hire a carriage, so she wandered aimlessly until she met Cesare by chance.


  Clad in hunting attire, he seemed to have returned from a hunt. As soon as Cesare noticed Eileen’s miserable state, he realised that his old nanny had died.


  “Eileen Elrod.”


  Eileen snapped to attention at the sound of her full name. Cesare was not much for consolation. Nevertheless, he decided to be her pillar of strength in his own way.


  “Pull yourself together. Where is Baroness Elrod’s will?”


  Cesare was the first to receive the will. He did not wipe away Eileen’s tears until he had handed the papers to her lawyer, far from Baron Elrod’s greedy clutches. Eileen muttered absentmindedly, clutching the handkerchief Cesare had given her.


  “I have a funeral to hold…”


  “Eileen?”


  “But I don’t have the money…”


  ‘I need some money… Please lend me. I’m really sorry. I’ll definitely pay you back.’


  Eileen could not recall what Cesare had said in response. During this time, she was mostly out of it. Unable to cope with her grief, she eventually lost consciousness. The funeral had already finished by the time she regained consciousness.


  In the capital’s most opulent cemetery, lilies surrounded her mother’s grave. They had been the Baroness’s favourite flower when she was alive. 


  Eileen tried to repay the funeral expenses, but Cesare refused, claiming it was his last gift to his late nanny.


  “…”


  Eileen could not stop reminiscing. The unexpected proposal and kiss sparked a flurry of thoughts in her mind, making her attempt at reading look pathetic. She sighed and put the book down before rising from the chair and approaching the mirror.


  The woman reflected was unsightly—untidy, messy brown hair, fringe that half covered her eyes, large glasses, and loose clothes that revealed nothing of her body.


  The ladies of society were always immaculate. Make-up and well-groomed hair were a given. They wore dresses that accentuated their slim waists and exposed shoulders and arms. Unlike Eileen, who was only interested in plants, they were well versed in a variety of subjects, including dancing and etiquette.


  There were so many ladies out there who were as beautiful as flowers. Yet someone as traditional as Eileen was about to become the Grand Duchess. It was a complete disgrace to Cesare’s reputation. She could not bring such shame on someone who was more to her than a simple benefactor.


  How could she avoid execution and not marry at the same time?


  After contemplating how to persuade Cesare, she felt uneasy and opened the bedroom door. The house was quiet.


  Her father had not yet returned home.


  While it was not unusual for him not to return home after gambling or drinking, today felt different.


  ‘Father must have heard that the Arch of Triumph was approved.’


  That morning, she saw her father with a smile. He most likely heard the news before Eileen.


  She wondered if he left to find Cesare and engage in meaningless conversations. She decided she would confront her father when he returned. For the time being, she had decided to retire early.


  But her father did not return the following day. A week later, Eileen remained alone.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  It could only be one of two things. Either he was dead, or he had somehow acquired some money and gone on a gambling spree.


  There were no rumours of his demise, so it was probably the latter. There was only one place he could have gone to lose his money.


  ‘I suppose he went to see His Excellency the Grand Duke after all.’


  Cesare had never been friendly with her father, seeing him as an outsider. She knew that if Cesare had given him money, he must have received something in return. But she had no idea what her father might have offered.


  She had to find her father, return the money, and persuade him never to do such a thing again. So she travelled all the way here to find a gambling den that her father frequented.


  “There you go, little girl. Come on in! Is this your first time here?”


  “You’re so cute. Wanna play with Big Sister?”


  Eileen could only stare blankly at the sight before her. The gambling den was nowhere in sight, and she was surrounded by women with partially exposed breasts, laughing and teasing her mercilessly.


  All this happened because Eileen was afraid to walk the streets alone at night. So she disguised herself as a man, albeit poorly. She wanted to ask where the gambling house was, but she was afraid that her voice would give away her ruse. 


  Eileen hurried forward, unsure where to look. The women in red shawls burst into giggles whenever they saw someone uncomfortable. She felt like fleeing as they reached out to grab her arm.


  Then a man appeared in Eileen’s field of vision. He looked like a mobster, leaning against the wall of the shop, smoking a cigarette.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 5


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  At first glance, the tall man appeared to have a slender build, but closer inspection revealed a physique of remarkable muscularity. Elaborate designs adorned his pierced ears, and rings and bracelets decorated his fingers and arms. With his sleeves rolled up, a striking black tattoo stood out on his forearm, its intricate details a feast for the eyes.


  At first, Eileen found it strange that he was dressed in civilian clothes and accessories. When she saw his tattoos, she found the man unrecognisable. Eileen looked at the man in disbelief and cautiously called out his name.


  “…Sir Diego?”


  The man looked at Eileen, his cigarette almost falling to the floor.


  “Hi!”


  He hurriedly spat the cigarette out of his mouth and stomped it out with his foot.


  “Why on earth is the Miss here? And what’s with the clothes?”


  “You really are Sir Diego!”


  Sir Diego was the Grand Duke’s knight who had bought a rabbit doll as a gift for Eileen, as Lotan had mentioned beforehand.


  “Yes, it is me. We’ve already established that. But why are you here? Anybody drag you in?”


  Diego’s eyes were wide in panic, as if he were ready to pull out a gun from his arms at any moment. Instead of answering, Eileen checked the store sign where Diego was leaning against.


  It was a shop. Mind you, it was a shop that sold alcohol as well as accommodation.


  (Ed. note: Think love hotel. He, he, he.)


  “…”


  She turned back to Diego without saying a word. Diego looked at what Eileen was reading before he went into panic mode.


  Diego protested vehemently to Eileen as if he were dying of injustice.


  “I swear it’s not what it looks like. Absolutely not, miss! I was on duty, I swear!”


  “…Here?”


  “No, d*mn– Ah for f*ck sake. This is batsh*t insan–”


  He slapped his hand over his mouth before he could continue further.


  “I’m sorry, Miss. Please forget that. I didn’t mean to–”


  “It’s okay!”


  Diego groaned and grabbed his head. After a mental breakdown or two, he extended his arm to Eileen in a dejected tone.


  “Allow me to escort you back, my lady. Let us talk before we go downtown.”


  “You said you were on duty.”


  “Is there a more important duty than escorting Miss Eileen?”


  He offered his arm again, but Eileen shook her head. Before he could forcefully drag her out of the alley, she spoke honestly.


  “I’m here to find my father. Do you know where he is?”


  Diego’s expression twisted, and Eileen instantly knew. He had a fiery temper and struggled to suppress his emotions.


  “You know.”


  “Hah.”


  Diego let out a sigh before waving his hand. Suddenly, a man in shabby clothes jumped out of the shadows of the alley.


  “Tell them the lady has arrived.”


  “Yes sir.”


  When the man disappeared into the store, Diego gently grabbed at Eileen’s sleeve.


  “Come here. If anything happens to you on this crazy street, I’ll be stomped to death.”.


  He led Eileen into the shop where he had been leaning a few moments before. She was frightened by the unfamiliar environment. Still, she knew that Diego would not let anything happen to her, so she let herself be guided.


  Despite the gaudy exterior, the interior was all right. It felt like an ordinary inn and restaurant. There were only a few tables with customers, and they all seemed to be the Grand Duke’s soldiers. As soon as they saw Diego, they jumped to their feet and saluted.


  “Sit down, sit down.”


  Diego waved his hand again and pulled a chair for Eileen to sit on.


  “Would you like some hot chocolate? What about some warm milk with honey?”


  “…Beer, please.”


  “B-Beer?”


  Diego was startled when he heard the word beer. He vanished while muttering to himself.


  “Our Baby Miss… all grown up… drinking beer…”


  Still, he accepted the situation and returned steadily with a large glass of beer and some fruit. Eileen felt a burning sensation as she downed a beer. She put down the half-empty glass and spoke again.


  “I know that you know. Spill the beans.”


  Diego stayed silent.


  “You can’t say because you can’t say, or…”


  The wooden stairs creaked and twisted. A man with an unbuttoned shirt, dishevelled hair, and piercing eyes walked slowly down the stairs. His lips parted gently as he spoke to the youth.


  “Eileen, you should be angry with me.”


  Eileen, frozen with the glass of beer in her hand, managed to find her voice.


  “…Your Excellency the Grand Duke.”


  Tomorrow was the Victory Ceremony. The morning paper dedicated several pages to coverage of the Grand Duke’s event. It was reported that he would tour the provinces for the benefit of the country. And yet, here he was, supposedly the busiest man of them all.


  Eileen, who had been looking at him in disbelief, quickly shifted her gaze elsewhere. Otherwise, her face would have turned a brilliant red.


  Cesare’s unkempt appearance gave off a strange aura. It was unusual to see someone so at ease wearing casual civilian attire rather than their usual uniform. It seemed even more apparent because his buttons were undone, exposing his collarbone.


  He walked leisurely and sat down in front of Eileen. Eileen, who had been in a daze the entire time, noticed her disrespect and quickly rose from her seat. Diego and the other soldiers were already standing up and holding a straight posture.


  His gaze moved to the table. Cesare chuckled when he saw the half-empty beer glass.


  “Have you been drinking?”


  Eileen covered her lips with the back of her hand. Talking while reeking of alcohol was not only unladylike, it was also the worst.


  In fact, Eileen did not like to drink. She would have rather had hot chocolate or milk with honey. However, she didn’t like being treated like a child by Diego, so she simply opted for the most ‘adult’ drink.


  She regretted it all.


  “Maybe a little…”


  Eileen gently grasped the hem of her clothes. She clenched her fingernails so tightly they turned white. She truly felt reprimanded.


  “I have a question.”


  “Ask away.”


  Permission was readily given, but Eileen could not open her lips. Cesare bowed towards Eileen.


  His shadow engulfed Eileen completely. Feeling the stark difference in stature, Eileen unconsciously held her breath. She lowered her eyes, unable to look directly at Cesare.


  “What’s wrong? You can’t?”


  She was not sure if it was just Diego, but she was reluctant to share personal stories in front of unfamiliar soldiers. Cesare smiled and spoke softly to Eileen, who was still hesitating.


  “Shall we talk alone?”


  The flirtatious tone was sweeter than honeyed milk. Eileen answered meekly, her cheeks tingling.


  “Yes…”


  Her eyes snapping upwards, she quickly regretted her answer.


  Cesare had embraced Eileen.


  “Y-Your Grace!”


  “You said we should talk alone.”


  He held the adult woman as if she were a small child and walked swiftly up the stairs. Eileen struggled in panic.


  “I can walk on my own!”


  “Some of the stairs are damaged by time. It is dangerous, so be good.”


  “But, but…”


  Cesare pressed lightly on Eileen’s struggling back. Feeling the large hand, she stiffened like stone. He gave light taps. Cesare continued as she calmed down, as if praising her.


  Eileen felt helpless and was dying of embarrassment. Cesare continued to treat her as if she were a child, and the comparison will haunt her forever. What’s unforgivable is the fact that no one here found the situation odd.


  Neither Diego nor the soldiers had the slightest raise of an eyebrow. They thought it was only natural for the Grand Duke to carry Eileen upstairs.


  It was all Cesare’s fault.


  ‘Why does he always have to make such a scene?!’


  Every time he set an example like that, everyone followed suit, causing chaos in their wake. Of course, she was frequently carried around as a child, but Eileen was now a mature woman. 


  ‘I could’ve skipped two or three broken wooden steps by herself, thank you very much!’


  But now that she was in Cesare’s embrace, it would be pointless to try. Eileen gave up and wrapped her arms around his neck, no questions asked.


  The touch of his strong, muscular body made her heart pound. She was afraid that he might hear it.


  Fortunately, when they reached the top of the stairs, Cesare immediately let Eileen down. With hesitant steps, she followed in his wake.


  They arrived in a room decorated to look like a reception room. Normally, she would have looked around, but she couldn’t. She was too aware of his presence.


  Eileen, who had been glancing at Cesare without really seeing him, was startled when their eyes met directly. When she jerked, Cesare chuckled, his long eyelashes fluttering.


  “I haven’t done anything yet.”


  He gestured for Eileen to take a seat on the sofa and then made his way to a shelf on the other side.


  “Would you like some cookies? There’s no tea.”


  Who was she kidding? Pretending to be mature in front of him was pointless. 


  Eileen let out a meek, “Yes.”


  But why was there no tea in a ‘reception room’?


  She looked around the room with interest, but her confusion faded as Cesare brought over individually wrapped cookies atop her knees.


  He sat across from Eileen, his arm resting on the back of the sofa.


  He gazed at Eileen, crimson eyes searching her.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 6


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen felt ashamed in Cesare’s presence. Even she realised that this was a lousy attempt at crossdressing. Still, she wanted to hear his personal opinion on it.


  Eileen observed Cesare cautiously but was taken aback the instant their eyes met. She had expected a look full of pity, not this unfamiliar intensity.


  Red eyes, akin to ruins, were shattered and crumbling, with only remnants left. She could not fathom how his once proud and brilliantly shining eyes were now laid to ruin. 


  The feeling of danger vanished instantly, and Cesare returned with his usual twinkle in his eye. Why do these moments always seem like a fleeting dream?


  ‘I didn’t conjure this up, did I?’


  In her confusion, he moved to sit next to her. He took the untouched snacks and carelessly peeled off the wrapping paper.


  “What are you so afraid of?”


  When Eileen could not answer, he teased a small cookie to her lips. Eileen slowly opened her mouth, and he popped it in with a graceful motion.


  “I cannot even stand the thought of hurting you. But if it comes to a kiss, I’m uncertain if I can uphold myself to that promise.”


  Eileen nearly choked on the cookie. Munching on it in distress, he was already unwrapping another one.


  She was completely beside herself. Never in her wildest dreams had she thought she would ever have this conversation with Cesare, let alone hear him utter the word ‘kiss’. How unbelievable! His flippant change of subject was hard to follow. It was so shocking that she felt like the earth was about to split open.


  She accepted the second treat but refused to be fed again. So Cesare contented himself with brushing the crumbs off Eileen’s lips.


  After finally swallowing the first cookie, the girl asked in a cracking voice.


  “Y-You really want to m-marry me?”


  “Why do you remain suspicious? Shall I prove my worth in other ways?”


  He did not seem angry, even though it sounded like he was hurting.


  “No, no! That’s not it.”


  Eileen hastily denied it. Then, holding onto the cookie he gave her, she was more careful with her next words.


  “You’ve never acted like this before, it’s strange. I-I mean, I understand that things are different now. It’s just… It’s surprising how much you’ve changed all of a sudden.”


  “Those seven years… Every change is worthwhile.”


  “Seven years?”


  It was a confusing number. The war lasted three years, and she knew of no other significant events. Had something happened in the past that had been kept from the press? Perhaps she had misunderstood him, so she waited for him to correct her. Cesare just smiled without saying another word. Defeated, Eileen moved on.


  “Isn’t there another way?”


  She could not find the courage to tell him the truth. The thought of a loveless marriage was unbearable, but expressing her love for him seemed too bold. She feared his reaction to her audacious feelings.


  Marriage between nobles was, first and foremost, a transaction. To these blue-bloods, Eileen’s romantic ideals would probably be dismissed as childish whimsy.


  As her mind wandered to their kiss, Eileen bit the corner of her lip at the embarrassing memory. It may have been a casual act for Cesare, but it was a moment that would follow Eileen to her death. It was also the cause of many restless and sleepless nights.


  ‘That was my first kiss.’


  Eileen had always kept men at a distance. Perhaps her father was to blame, with his revolting habits of drinking, gambling, and whoring.


  The young woman had grown up watching her mother suffer for her father’s affairs. It was no wonder that she developed a strong aversion to the opposite gender and became devoted to her studies. 


  Many men persisted, but fortunately for her, they withdrew when Eileen remained uninterested. Cesare’s knights dealt with those who overstayed their welcome.


  Eileen never received an embrace, much less a kiss. She only had a few brief interactions with the knights during their escorts, such as guiding her by the hand.


  The nobles described her as ‘rustic’. She would be a dull companion by their standards, both boringly innocent and tiresomely modest.


  It never bothered Eileen. She did not crave attention from the opposite sex, so she lived a relatively contented life. 


  That all changed on that eventful day.


  Just the memory of that passionate kiss ignited her lips. The strange sensation she had felt at that moment slowly resurfaced from within.


  “Eileen.”


  The low, husky voice startled Eileen out of her reverie. He did not even have the decency to stop tormenting her with scandalous questions!


  “Did you really hate the kiss?”


  How could she hate it? It was her first kiss with her secret crush, after all. Yet she could not confess to enjoying it either. She was at a loss for words in the face of a completely new and profound experience.


  Cesare rolled his eyes slowly as he observed Eileen, who appeared perplexed. Her heartbeat quickened. After realising their uncomfortable proximity, Eileen closed her eyes and blurted out,


  “Ye-yes, I hated it!”


  Cesare grinned knowingly.


  “I told you not to close your eyes when you lie, Eileen.”


  Who was she kidding? Cesare was a man who knew all of her ticks and habits. He saw through them all. Thus, Eileen was forced to confess the truth.


  “I honestly don’t know…”


  He tilted his head as she spoke, her face crestfallen. The distance between them grew even smaller, their breaths almost touching. Cesare whispered with urgency.


  “Should we keep exploring until you find out?”


  Her heart had been racing for some time. It felt like it could explode at any moment.


  His red eyes were piercing. Up close, she wondered how long his eyelashes were. His well-defined lips spoke in an even lower tone.


  “It would be inconvenient if you disliked it. There are other things I would like to try with you in the future.”


  His breath danced along her skin, and the resonance of his deep voice echoed within her being. That strange and peculiar feeling surged through her body once more.


  Frozen in place, Eileen emitted a short, breathy whimper. Just before their lips could meet, she swiftly turned her head.


  Eileen muttered, her eyes widening at the unfolding events. Feeling his lips brush against her neck, a shiver ran down her spine.


  At first, his touch was light, but then it intensified. His lips found hers, trailing with the tip of his tongue. A soft sucking sound followed, and his teeth grazed delicately against her flesh. A faint, almost tickling feeling, akin to pain, enveloped her.


  ‘What is this?’


  Her hair stood up all over her body, and her abdomen tightened at the new sensations.


  ‘Why do I feel like this? Was it because of the bite? Or…’


  Eileen knew very little about coupling, only the basic biological facts. She could not tell what sensation came from where or what caused what. All she could do was tremble and plead with Cesare.


  “This is weird–! Ah!”


  Her body trembled and twitched with each strange sound that escaped her throat. His long fingers tugged on her shirt’s loose collar.


  As his lips traced her exposed collarbone, she felt her nether region tighten. It was all too much, and she could not stand it any longer.


  “Stop…”


  Eileen pushed Cesare away in a panic, driven purely by instinct. He seized her wrist, despite her struggles, and yanked it to his lips. In a sudden, violent motion, he sank his teeth into the tender flesh where the blue veins flowed.


  It was a short bite, but Cesare refused to let the wrists go, nursing his teeth marks with his tongue. Eileen’s fingertips twitched as she panted, flushed at the sign of his claim.


  Her heart fluttered at his open display of lust, his red eyes burning with need.


  “You should only do things like this with people you like…”


  Eileen subconsciously whispered her thoughts. It might be a naive or stupid idea… She could not even think of a clever way to express her raging thoughts! All that was left was a head full of chaos.


  She was unsure what to do, and Cesere stroked Eileen’s cheek lightly, finding her very sweet.


  “You can do it with the person you intend to marry.”


  He responded casually and carried on in a soft tone.


  “Tomorrow you will enter the Imperial Palace. Come to the Victory Banquet and congratulate me.”


  Would it be possible?


  Eileen nodded absentmindedly. Then Cesare stroked her head.


  “We’ll talk more at the banquet. And about your father…”


  He paused briefly before continuing with a reluctant tone.


  “Do not worry. I will find him and send him home.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 7


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen finally remembered why she had come here. Cesare had completely taken over her thoughts, but they eventually returned, and she became aware of her predicament. After hearing his confirmation about her father, she stood up.


  “T-Thank you… I-I should leave now. Someone is w-waiting for me.”


  Cesare cast a glance at the door. He frowned slightly as he caressed Eileen’s wrist. Tracing the marks he had left behind, he spoke as if coaxing a child.


  “Eileen, remember to go to bed early. You need the rest.”


  She nodded mechanically, but deep down she already knew. There was no way on earth that she was going to get any kind of sleep at all.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  As the carriage pulled away, Diego watched. Since cars were seen as luxury items, he generally used a carriage when he wanted to be discreet.


  ‘If only I could take her home myself! But no, I have cr*p to do.’ 


  He had no choice but to let his most trusted subordinate drive her home.


  Watching the carriage disappear and then some more, he let out a long sigh.


  “Ah, sh*t…”


  Among all possible places to meet their lady… the world had a strange sense of humour.


  “Lotan should have been apprehended instead.”


  No matter his thoughts, Lotan always seemed to be the good guy. He swore that their lady had the bulk of a man around her pinky, dancing around like a puppet.


  He planned to drop by with the rabbit doll but realised he needed to do more to make amends. He needed to devise a strategy to make up for today’s mishap. Resolute, Diego returned to the building, scoring boards going alight in his mind.


  Sauntering back inside, he casually leaned against the wall by the stairs. Then suddenly, a square of gold materialised on the smooth surface, revealing a hidden door. Beyond it was another set of stairs leading down into the depths below.


  The stairwell was dimly lit by flickering torches, creating an eerie atmosphere. Undeterred by the said atmosphere, Diego whistled a tune as he descended.


  The metallic stench of blood grew stronger with each new step. At the very bottom, a vast underground chamber stretched out before him, divided into sections by sturdy iron bars. 


  Pressing deeper into the underground labyrinth, Diego mulled over Eileen’s research. He was not a genius like some of his peers, who could drink from a fountain of knowledge in one sitting. Still, he knew when to hold his tongue and give it time to sink in.


  After perusing every research document taken from Eileen’s lab, Senon declared one day.


  “Morpheus will change the course of history.”


  Imagine a powerful dr*g that isolates the pain-relieving components of opium, enhancing its pain-relieving properties to the maximum.


  Despite its addictive properties, the results were indisputable. Morpheus would be the ultimate salvation, not only for those injured on the battlefield but also for those dying of pain.


  Senon stressed that only a single ingredient was extracted from a plant, which was of great importance. The rest fell deaf to Diego’s ears.


  “Your Highness, the Empire will rise to new heights with this medicine! Please support Miss Eileen’s research!”


  If they did, they would have to prove its efficiency to avoid the death penalty.


  It would have been worthwhile for Cesare to secretly protect Eileen until her research was complete, then demonstrate the efficacy of the finished product and support it as Grand Duke.


  ‘And when you become the Grand Duchess, no one will dare mess with you!’


  Regardless of how much the Grand Duke adored her, she was currently nothing more than a daughter of a fallen family. The Grand Duke’s knights, including Diego, desperately wanted Eileen to become the Grand Duchess.


  That way, she would be completely protected.


  Eileen had been involved in a strange number of accidents since early childhood. She was particularly prone to attracting dangerous and unsavoury people. This was apparent from the moment she caught Cesare’s attention. He, once aloof and disinterested, found himself captivated by a young Eileen, eventually discovering a burgeoning affection for her.


  As she grew up, Eileen got involved with even stranger characters. Cesare’s knights hadn’t done a bit of ‘house cleaning’, they would have had a very big problem on their hands by now.


  The Grand Duke’s knights, who had watched Eileen for many years, had grown to love her. They were not so secretly delighted when Cesare announced his intention to make Eileen his Grand Duchess.


  Eileen would have to marry someone at some point. It would be better for her to marry Cesare than end up being married to a strange man. Diego was sure she shared the sentiment.


  ‘Still… It’s all a bit sudden.’


  Diego’s master had always been fond of Eileen, but his feelings suddenly became irrational. After all, she was only his ‘child’ up until that point.


  It began with their triumph over the Kalpen Kingdom.


  Cesare’s behaviour changed after that day. Diego noticed a difference after the Grand Duke brought King Kalpen to his knees.


  Cesare rarely showed his emotions. Regardless of the situation, he remained composed and rational. But that day, despite having spent his entire life in Cesare’s service, Cesare showed her a side of him that Diego had never seen before.


  Looking down at the kneeling King, he stared detachedly before muttering something that was not meant for other’s ears.


  “When was it, 7 years ago?”


  He closed his eyes slowly, then erupted into laughter, a sensation that sent shivers down Diego’s spine. Cesare, who had been rambling for some time, released a tired sigh.


  “Ah…”


  He smiled, his bright red eyes shining.


  “I’m finally back.”


  Then he drew his sword and severed King Kalpen’s head.


  There was no time to stop it. At the gleam of the sword’s blade, the king’s head had already been severed.


  His head flew off, and a fountain of blood spurted from his severed neck. The Grand Duke’s knights could not contain their shock as they saw King Kalpen cut in half.


  It was out of character for Cesare to act out.


  If he were the Cesare they knew, he would have spared the fallen king’s life and kept him around until his usefulness had expired. But Diego couldn’t reconcile this calculated Cesare with the impulsive act of violence in front of him. Heck, it was out of character for him to wield a sword instead of using his gun to carry out his sentence.


  Afterwards, Cesare regained his composure, laughed hysterically, and dismissed the beheading as a farce. He took on an air of extreme calm and rationality, despite the shocking turn of events.


  The knights knew, despite his facade. Their master changed the moment he beheaded the king.


  When judged objectively, Cesare became a wiser man. He appeared to have grown older and more sophisticated, and he could occasionally predict the future. It was as if he had stolen the knowledge of heaven.


  However, unlike before, a more impulsive side emerged. There were times when he acted broken, but it was all because of Eileen Elrod.


  “I should marry Eileen.”


  Cesare gathered the knights who were about to return to the empire and made the sudden announcement. Lotan was the first to say the right thing, as everyone else was frozen in shock.


  “I believe Eileen will feel burdened.”


  “I cannot help it, even if she dislikes it. It is preferable to having her head severed on the guillotine.”


  Cesare smiled before starting with his mutterings again.


  “It will not happen twice.”


  What did his lord mean by this? Their master was not one for nonsense, so it had to mean something.


  Diego quickly dismissed his suspicions about Cesare’s intentions and opened the thick iron door in front of him. Diego stepped inside and briefly clicked his tongue when he heard a wet sound.


  “Ugh.”


  He walked right into a puddle of blood. He wrinkled his nose and looked inside. A slab of meat was tied to a chair in the centre of the room, so it was difficult to make out its identity. Crimson stains covered all of the ground.


  A man who had been trapped in a corner and could not make a sound crawled out, whimpering.


  “Hic, hic, Dieg, Sir Diego!”


  The person who jumped out as if he had seen a saviour was Eileen’s father, Baron Elrod. It looked as if the disgraced Baron had soiled himself.


  As he frowned at the sour stench of urine, Baron Elrod, who was trying to cling to Diego’s feet, noticed and promptly fell.


  Diego saluted his master first. When Cesare acknowledged the greeting, he made a gesture, and all the soldiers in the dungeon immediately dropped their instruments of torture and assumed an upright posture.


  Though the chamber was filled with the stench of their blood, Cesare was orderly and immaculate. With his arms crossed, he spoke languidly.


  “Don’t let her drink again, Diego.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  “I apologise.


  “If she asks again, simply refuse.”


  “Yes, Your Excellency.”


  Diego risked a quick glance at his master. It was fortunate that Cesare seemed to be in a very good mood. He must have had a pleasant meeting with Miss Eileen.


  His Grace was not one for open displays of emotion, let alone affection. But when Cesare was with her, his demeanour would soften unexpectedly.


  Diego looked down at Baron Elrod in disgust.


  ‘Now, what should we do with this worm?’


  The Baron was shaken to the core when he realised Diego was watching him. He tried to put on a servile smile, but it was difficult because his whole body was trembling.


  Cesare observed this with a slow smile playing on his lips. It was such a beautiful expression that it could not help drawing attention to itself.


  “Coming to think about it, our guest service here was really subpar.”


  Cesare spoke gently, as if offering him tea.


  “Shall we sit down and talk?”


  After removing the desecrated remains from the previous session, a slab of meat barely hanging from the chair, the soldiers forced Baron Elrod to sit on its seat.


  “SCREEE!”


  The baron’s hysterical screams were more like squeals, with his spit and tears mingling as if slitting a pig’s throat. His outburst was brief, though, as he abruptly clamped his mouth shut when Cesare approached him. Cesare looked down at the incontinent baron, noticing the wetness spreading once again around his protrusion.


  “Well then.”


  He asked the question in glee.


  “Do you have anything else to sell, Baron?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  From the island’s tallest bell tower, the bell chimed, its sound echoing across the city to mark the beginning of the triumphal procession.


  “Hold on a second! P-Please, let me through!”


  Eileen struggled to make her way through the crowd, being shoved all around. She was only able to get a little bit closer to the front, but the men surrounding her were very tall. All she could do was peer through the gap between their shoulders.


  Just as her feet were about to give out from standing on tiptoes, the man in front of her moved to make way for Eileen. The girl smiled broadly.


  “Thank you very much!”


  She now had a clear view of the march behind the women and children. It was a good place to watch the parade, even if it wasn’t a front row seat.


  It was incredible to see so many people gather. She had always known that Cesare was immensely popular in the Empire, but this was beyond her wildest imagination. They were all there to see Cesare.


  The crowd erupted into cheers in the distance, growing rapidly in volume. The resounding notes of the military band’s trumpets cut through the chaos. The staccato rhythm of the gunfire echoed the pounding of the drums.


  The people waved the imperial flag and chanted Cesare’s name. The poor scattered colourful confetti from their baskets, as did the rich, with flowers and petals.


  The entire square was painted in vibrant colours, creating a mosaic path for impeccably uniformed troops. Their disciplined march epitomised the grandeur of the Empire, a spectacle to behold.


  Just as the excitement of the crowd was reaching its climax at the thrilling sight, the leader of the triumphal procession finally appeared.


  Six obsidian stallions pulled a chariot that Cesare was riding in. His regalia was adorned with various orders, pinned in rows that gleamed in the sunlight.


  Behind him fluttered his long red cloak, embroidered with gold thread in the shape of a large winged lion, the crest of the Traon Imperial Family. The lion seemed to surge and ripple with each flap of the cloak, as if in a raging flight.


  Cesare stood as the epitome of all this splendour. It was no exaggeration to declare the man, with his cold yet menacing crimson eyes, to be the God of War Incarnate.


  His usual beauty was often enough to distract Eileen’s thoughts, but today, as he was dressed with deliberate intent, he radiated an aura of intimidation and fear. He exceeded the expectations of the assembled crowd, causing some to faint with excitement while chanting his name.


  All were desperate to catch a glimpse of him. Amidst the sea of people, Eileen felt as insignificant as an ant, as she too found herself gazing at Cesare, completely transfixed.


  He seemed like a distant star in the middle of the night sky.


  And yet it was her in the company of this unearthly being that night. They talked and laughed, caught in a moment of intimacy.


  She still wondered if it was all a dream. It was more believable to say that it was all a product of her imagination, that she was merely deluding herself.


  The thought of that shattered her confidence in attending the Imperial Palace banquet.


  ‘How dare I become a stain on such a shining being?’


  Although Eileen instinctively took a step back, she was unable to retreat. Her path was blocked as she collided with the chest of the man who had given her his place.


  “Careful there.”


  The man steadied Eileen. She hastily apologised and pushed up her glasses, which had slid down to the bridge of her nose.


  “I’m so sorry!”


  “No worries. The crowd can be overwhelming.”


  He smiled before offering kindly,


  “Do you need some assistance?”


  Eileen was about to insist that she was fine when the people surrounding her broke into frenzied shouts. Their shrieks threatened to burst her eardrums, forcing her to search for the source of the commotion. The sight made her mouth drop.


  The procession had stopped.


  Cesare descended gracefully from the chariot, his movements commanding attention. The Grand Duke’s unexpected action briefly stunned the soldiers, but they quickly recovered their composure. His Grace strode purposefully towards them with a determined expression, holding a flower that had been thrown in his direction.


  That direction being exactly where Eileen was standing.


  Eileen stood motionless as the stunning man approached her, before offering her the single flower.


  It was a pure white lily.


  The fragrance overwhelmed her, and she took it with trembling fingers. Cesare chuckled, playfully tapping Eileen’s nose.


  “What’s with that look?”


  Those poppy eyes always smiled at her.


  “It’s all yours.”


  Eileen gazed at Cesare while twirling the flower. How could he be so composed when he was the cause of all her anxiety and trembling?


  The lily petals swayed gently with each motion. Cesare kept a neutral expression, before returning to the procession as if nothing had occurred.


  Eileen watched as he walked away, holding the lily, before becoming aware of the crowd’s stares.


  “…”


  The shocked expressions of the onlookers were oppressive. She felt like she was suffocating.


  Their covetous glances at the flower in her hand were intense. It was a gift from the Grand Duke himself, after all, and she couldn’t help but appreciate it more.


  That was when she realised that this was going to be a big problem. The man standing behind Eileen stretched his arm, preventing others from ganging up on her. He whispered lowly,


  “Let me take you home.”


  At the same time, a group of men encircled Eileen. Only then did she realise that all of the tall men around her, including the kind man who gave up his seat for her, were Cesare’s.


  If it were not for the Grand Duke’s impulsive action, Eileen would have seen the gesture as an act of kindness from a stranger.


  Cesare’s influence was always there, even at the most unexpected times. As soon as she realised this, intuition struck her.


  ‘Did something like this really happen for the first time?’


  She couldn’t help but feel a little frustrated. It appeared as though there was an invisible barrier surrounding her wherever she went.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Having returned home with the friendly escort, Eileen felt relieved. She checked around the small, two-story house, just in case her father had yet to return.


  After having a look, Eileen sat down on the sofa in the living room. She now had to prepare for the Imperial Palace banquet, but for the moment, she didn’t feel like lifting a finger.


  “…”


  ‘Why did you do that?’


  Cesare must have anticipated the uproar that his actions would cause. He had purposefully stopped the march to present her with a flower.


  He seemed to hope that all the citizens of the Traon Empire would acknowledge Eileen’s presence. And indeed, his wish will shortly be granted. Throughout the land, people will talk about the woman who received Cesare’s favour.


  Eileen realised she had become entangled in a spider web. Everything pointed to her being the one to become Grand Duchess Erzet.


  Eileen concentrated on the lily in her hand. She recalled the day she first met Cesare in the lily field. Nobody called Eileen “Lily” anymore. And yet, Cesare thought her to be a lily.


  “The Prince will undoubtedly become the light of the empire.”


  “Mother is so proud to be his highness’s nanny.”


  “You, too, must help the Prince. We belong to the Prince, Lily.”


  Eileen closed her eyes, recalling her mother’s voice. Intertwined in her mind were the Cesare who had kissed her last night and the Cesare who had marched in the triumphal procession today. She remembered clearly what he had said to her when he had given her the lily.


  “It’s all yours.”


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  “It’s all yours.”


  ‘What did His Excellency mean by that?’


  Eileen couldn’t read Cesare’s intentions, but she knew herself well enough. She wished to marry for love, not out of necessity.


  They were too different to begin with. Cesare was able to kiss any potential spouse, while Eillen could only kiss the person she loved.


  Instead of becoming a duchess in this political marriage, equal to Cesare in every respect, she would remain a ‘child’ in his eyes. Was this immature of her? The anxiety she felt about the whole situation did not diminish.


  ‘Should I ask him to call off this engagement when I see him today? To save me in some other way?’


  Maybe she should be bold and ask him openly to help her with her research.


  Even if she had been caught, she had already completed half of her work. Morpheus would undoubtedly be enough to warrant a pardon for creating such a dr*g. 


  Eileen may not have experienced the world, but she was confident in her abilities. It was a fact that she was academically inclined, and she had spent half her life nurturing this trait.


  ‘I was always the one who needed help. So I wished to be of some use in return.’


  Part of her wanted to admit that she had researched powerful painkillers just for Cesare’s sake. Gloom overtook her as she caressed the white petals. No matter what she said at the banquet, she will undoubtedly be seen as a brat.


  ‘I won’t run away. I made him a promise.’


  Eileen rose from the sofa, muttering to herself about the preparations she needed to make. She carefully arranged the lilies in a vase before focusing on the preparations for the banquet.


  Cesare sent her a variety of dresses and jewellery for the occasion. The lady who arrived to help her dress was intrusive and curious about the entire situation. She proved to be quite tiresome. Eileen reluctantly accepted help with her clothing, but dismissed the helper as soon as possible.


  Preparing alone was difficult, but she persevered, grumbling the whole way. She was dressed somewhat sloppily, but presentable enough.


  She had no desire to stand out at the banquet. Her plan was to quietly stay in a corner, exchange quick congratulations with Cesare, and then make a swift exit.


  As she finished getting ready, a car pulled up in front of the house, ready to take Eileen. Cesare’s soldier escorted her to the palace.


  Eileen had yet to make her high society debut, so arriving at her first banquet left her feeling nervous and unprepared. Despite her efforts to maintain composure, apprehension gripped her as she entered the banquet hall, her steps faltering in a frozen panic.


  The opulence of the imperial palace banquet hall far exceeded her expectations. Every detail shimmered, casting a brilliant aura around her, possibly heightened by her awareness of the Grand Duke’s presence.


  In the grandeur of the luxurious banquet hall, extravagantly dressed men and women mingled, their laughter and chatter filling the air as they eagerly awaited the star of the show.


  Unmarried young ladies dressed meticulously, exuding an aura of refined elegance. The fragrant scent of various perfumes surrounded them, like a garden of vibrant blooms.


  Amidst the lively exchanges and jovial greetings among the young attendees, Eileen melted with the background like wallpaper.


  Even when discussing the woman who received the Grand Duke’s affection, they failed to recognise the subject of their conversation. She listened carefully. Apparently, she was rumoured to be a peerless beauty who received a bouquet of flowers.


  It was only natural for them to embellish the truth.


  After all, she looked unsophisticated, all big glasses and bushy fringe. The extravagant dress looked out of place on its wearer. She felt ridiculous.


  To think that such a rustic person, who always confined herself to her laboratory, would attend such a lavish banquet. She was a pebble on a smooth, cultivated path.


  The nervousness made Eileen want to vomit. Even the dance card on her wrist felt too heavy as she entered the banquet hall.


  The dance card, which was pre-filled with the names of the people with whom one would dance, was completely blank. Unmarried women who do not receive dance requests were referred to as ‘wallflowers’ in high society, but calling Eileen a flower was overly generous.


  ‘I’m little more than a weed in this flowerfield.’


  It appeared that it would take a while for Cesare to show up. She had to play the role of a wallflower until he arrived.


  The sudden clamour in the banquet hall signalled the arrival of soldiers clad in resplendent uniforms. Nearby, Eileen overheard a young lady marvelling and gossiping lively with another guest.


  “Oh my! Their uniforms are really to die for!”


  Soldiers who had returned from the war after three long years rejoined their social circles once again. Many of the attending ladies set their sights on the Grand Duke’s soldiers.


  Generously rewarded for their triumphs, the returning soldiers were undoubtedly wealthy and thus became desirable bachelors. Some women were more attracted to the soldiers’ rugged charm than to the gentlemen, who only indulged in shooting and hunting as a hobby.


  “It’s as if they’d protect us no matter what,” one lady remarked, her voice tinged with admiration. “So dependable.”


  “Indeed, their physique is quite impressive,” another added with a suggestive tone. “And one can only imagine their prowess under the sheets as well.”


  Eileen’s cheeks flushed with indignation at the overtly suggestive remarks. Discreetly distancing herself from the group, she watched as the soldiers made their entrance into the banquet hall. Among them, she spotted Lotan and Diego, Cesare’s personal knights.


  They looked very dignified in their ceremonial uniforms. Lotan, as always, appeared neat, while Diego, with all of his piercings and jewellery removed, exuded sophistication.


  She figured a simple nod to them would suffice for the time being. It would be too conspicuous to acknowledge them outright.


  “…!”


  Eileen’s gaze met that of a soldier scanning the banquet hall. Even though he was a stranger, recognition flashed in his widening eyes when he saw her. He quickly signalled her presence to his comrades, who then turned to face her.


  Eileen’s shoulders trembled with the weight of their scrutiny as Lotan and Diego approached. As the distinguished duo made their way diagonally across the banquet hall, all eyes naturally focused on them. Their arrival piqued the interest of other soldiers, who gathered around them.


  “Miss!”


  Diego, in his haste, pushed Lotan aside and advanced quickly.


  “Miss the dance card! Show me the dance card!”


  He deftly snatched Eileen’s dance card and quickly signed his name on the second line. Diego smiled proudly, having successfully written his name before Lotan.


  While Diego basked in his momentary triumph, Lotan smoothly took the dance card to write his name as Eileen’s third dancing partner.


  “Miss Eileen, thank you for coming. His Highness will be delighted.”


  As he kindly spoke, other soldiers also subtly approached Eileen.


  “Miss Eileen, do you happen to remember me? I was the one who found the book you lost when you were twelve.”


  “Oh, of course, I remember! I was extremely grateful.”


  “Then may I request a dance?”


  “Oh, of course.”


  To be honest, the memory had faded with time, yet the sense of gratitude remained, prompting her to acknowledge their presence. Just as she did, another soldier approached her directly.


  “Miss Eileen, I would also like to ask you for a dance! You may not remember, but when you were fifteen,


  And so the night went, in a whirlwind of conversations with the knights. She greeted them with haste and responded to their questions and requests left and right. Before she knew it, her dancing card was scribbled with names upon names upon names.


  And yet, when left with a moment to check, Eileen was left in bewilderment when she saw the blank space on the first line.


  ‘What? Why?’


  All the soldiers who asked her for a dance avoided it like a plague. Even Diego, the first to write his name, looked at it with a mixed expression.


  ‘Wait a minute… Shouldn’t the lady be the one to write her partner’s names?!’


  In all of their haste, Eileen was left with legitimate signatures from these people. She looked at Diego, feeling quite bamboozled. She didn’t mind it, of course, so she voiced it as well. Diego chuckled nervously as he tried to justify himself.


  “Will you look at that?! After being absent from high society for so long… I became quite a ruffian. I can’t believe I got my etiquette all mixed up. Ha ha ha!”


  Eileen looked at him sceptically, but he seemed sincere enough. Then again, who was she to judge, knowing very little of social etiquette herself? While the young ladies were learning it, Eileen was away at the university playing scientist.


  When she returned to society, her family was in financial ruin, and they could not afford to hire an etiquette tutor. Eileen later made a living by making and selling medicine, but she could not afford to make her high-society debut, which required a significant investment.


  Nonetheless, she roughly mimicked some of what she had learned when she visited the palace as a child.


  ‘Still, it doesn’t explain why the first line was left empty?’


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  This could not be part of the etiquette she had not learned, could it? After all, she had definitely noticed other ladies filling out their dance cards earlier.


  After staring at the dance card for a considerable moment, she concluded that it was not really important.


  “…”


  The hushed whispers snapped Eileen out of her reverie. She looked around herself, still holding the card in her hand. Then she dropped her head, embarrassed. The incident from the triumphal procession was repeated.


  Everyone in the banquet hall was focused on Eileen. They murmured as they observed the woman surrounded by tall, powerful men with shocked expressions on their faces.


  On this occasion, however, the nobles immediately recognised Eileen.


  Social circles were rife with rumours of the Grand Duke caring for the daughter of his deceased nanny.


  “Ah. The one His Grace cherishes…”


  “Oh? So that’s her. Hmm. I must say, I’m a little surprised.”


  “It’s strange, isn’t it? I can’t believe she attended this banquet without even making her debut!”


  “I heard her family was having a hard time.”


  “I suppose the soldiers are doing this on His Grace’s orders?”


  The whispering voices hit Eileen like a dagger, cutting deep. She felt pity for the soldiers who insisted on dancing with her as she listened to the malevolent chatter. Had she not come along, each would have danced with a lady of their choosing. 


  Upon further reflection, she realised that it had been a while since she had learned to dance. If someone took her hand now, she would undoubtedly step on their feet. Eileen came to a decision. She would apologise to the soldiers who had asked for a dance and stuck to her original plan of simply congratulating Cesare and leaving.


  Eileen looked back at Diego, who had been the first to put his name on her dance card.


  “Sir Diego.”


  “Oh, Senon and Michael will be a little late. They have some business to attend to. Depending on how things go, they may not come.”


  It was not the question she wanted to ask, but it piqued her interest nonetheless.


  “Is that so? It’s a shame. I wanted to see them too.”


  Before she could continue, Diego interrupted with a mischievous smile reminiscent of a street performer.


  “How about having a cup of tea soon? I bought the doll for you. It’s amazing, I must say. A great giant rabbit.”


  What kind of rabbit doll could be so impressive? She could not even guess. While Eileen was preoccupied with the rabbit doll story, Diego and Lotan exchanged brief glances.


  “Eileen.”


  Lotan smiled brightly, his bear-like, blunt expression softening in front of Eileen.


  “Did you feel uncomfortable on your way here? I should have picked you up myself, my apologies.”


  “Oh no, not at all. His Excellency took care of everything…”


  Eileen fiddled with her glasses, explaining hesitantly.


  “He sent someone to help me prepare. But I felt like I’m burdening him, so I sent her back. Had I known it was going to be like this, I would have put more effort into it.”


  The last comment unintentionally drew the knight’s full attention. If she had somewhere to hide, she would have done so long ago. Lotan laughed heartily as he looked at the embarrassed Eileen.


  “We would have had a problem if you had dressed up properly, young miss.”


  Following Lotan, Diego also made a comment from the sidelines.


  “That’s right. All of the men would have flocked to our lady.”


  Eileen just blinked, unable to comprehend what they were saying. They couldn’t have meant it, could they? Then in an instant, she remembered what she was going to ask.


  “Oh, by the way, about the dance–”


  “My lady! Have you looked around the garden? It underwent quite a change.”


  Lotan interrupted her with another question. He then paused, and Eileen waited for him to continue. It spurned Lotan to continue.


  “I mean the greenhouse. Yes. They’ve brought in a new plant called Orient, I think it was. From the East.”


  “O-Orient?”


  Eileen stammered in excitement.


  “Oh yes. I heard it’s a very precious plant.”


  When Cesare was at the Imperial Palace, he gave her full access to explore the palace gardens. The memories of her wanderings among plants she had only seen in books were still vivid in her mind.


  However, Eileen had found it impossible to visit the palace gardens in the last three years without Cesare by her side.


  “Wouldn’t it be nice to take a moment to explore the gardens before His Excellency arrives?”


  “Would that be alright?”


  Eileen’s overwhelming fascination with plants overshadowed her desire to return home. Eileen blushed as she asked Lotan for help in finding the garden, and Lotan graciously agreed, as if he had been anticipating her request.


  On their way towards the gardenhouse after leaving the banquet, Eileen remembered what she tried to say the whole evening.


  “Oh…”


  Lotan, who had been leading the way, turned around with a puzzled expression when Eileen sighed. As if in answer, she showed him the dance card on her wrist with a pained expression.


  “You must not have had the chance to dance with other ladies because of me. I feel terrible. So I planned to simply greet his Grace and leave.”


  “I feel like everyone missed the opportunity to dance with other ladies because of me. So, I was just planning to greet His Grace and leave without dancing.”


  “Please do not do that, Miss Eileen.”


  At Lotan’s earnest insistence, Eileen smiled slightly. 


  “Alright then. Shall we dance to one song, Lotan? But we have to let the others go.”


  “…I think that would be acceptable.”


  Lotan’s response brought immense relief to Eileen, alleviating her worries. They laughed and talked until they found themselves in front of the greenhouse.


  “Please take your time and enjoy the view.”


  “What about you, Sir Lotan?”


  “I must return to the reception. You do not have to worry about the way back.”


  It appeared that he would send someone to escort her back. Eileen thanked him and entered the greenhouse alone.


  The glass greenhouse was fairly humid inside. A stream of moonlight entered, allowing the leaves to bask in the soft light.


  As Eileen continued inside, her eyes scanned the surroundings for the elusive new oriental plants. She then heard a faint creak. She turned to see the greenhouse door opening behind her.


  “Lord Lotan?”


  Eileen looked back to see if Lotan had returned. And she simply froze. Cesare entered the greenhouse at his usual leisurely pace.


  He was dressed in a ceremonial uniform that differed only slightly from the one during the triumphal procession. Under the moonlit night, the man took on an even more menacing appearance. A gentle smile graced his lips, as if hinting at a secret kiss.


  Eileen hesitantly lowered her head. With a graceful movement, she shifted her leg, delicately bending her knee and gently lifting the hem of her dress—a gesture of utmost reverence.


  “Your Excellency, Grand Duke Erzet.”


  And so, Cesare proceeded to speak to her with formality.


  “Lady Elrod.”


  “For the victory, Your Grace… I–”


  She hesitantly offered her congratulations, unsure if it was proper etiquette. Then laughter erupted before she could think any further. Eileen slowly raised her head.


  The man facing the moon had a bright grin on his face, red eyes crescent. Eileen could not help but be captivated by the sheer beauty of his radiant smile. Her attention was entirely absorbed by him when she finally asked her question.


  “Did I make a mistake?”


  “No, not at all.”


  Cesare smiled as he shook his head.


  “It makes me nostalgic for the past.”


  He then extended his hand to Eileen, tapping the dance card with his leather gloved hand.


  “Eileen, would you do me the honour of joining me for a dance?”


  He swiftly removed it in a courteous manner and inspected it. With a fleeting smile, Cesare examined the signatures written inside. He inscribed his name on the first blank line.


  [Cesare Traon Carl Erzet]


  The signature was written confidently, with no harsh strokes indicating hesitation. It is as if it always belonged there.


  Cesare signed the card with elegant penmanship. With a tender touch, he delicately fastened it to Eileen’s wrist.


  Eileen examined the card dangling from her wrist, the corner of her lips twitching. Someone else might mistake it for a piece of military documentation.


  ‘I never expected His Excellency would actually ask me for a dance.’


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  She was left with no choice but to sway awkwardly on the dance floor. Eileen imagined the looks and whispers she would get while dancing with Cesare.


  It was pointless to make excuses for fear of missing the steps. She knew that Cesare would reassure her, guiding her to follow his lead.


  Indeed, he was capable of doing exactly that. After all, it was Cesare himself who taught her ballroom dancing.


  She remembered him taking her little hands and twirling her around.


  She never mastered the art of dancing. Since the beginning, her mother would have stepped in to give her severe reprimands.


  “How dare you disrespect the prince! You are wasting his time with your dance lessons!”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Her mother wasn’t pleased that Eileen was spending time with Cesare. When she found out about the dancing lessons, she exploded in hysteria, screaming and throwing things all over the house.


  Little Eileen had cried and begged her mother to stop, praying in her heart that she would rage like that again. Only after seeing her despair did the nanny’s anger subside. When she came to her senses, the older woman had embraced her daughter and hush,


  “I’m sorry, my little Lily. But you understand, don’t you? This mother only has you and the Prince in her life…”


  As a baroness, she took great pride in being the Prince’s nanny while he competed for the throne.


  That pride also served as her mother’s driving force throughout her life. She was even willing to sacrifice her last breath for Cesare. 


  Eileen did not want to hurt her beloved mother. She did not want to be a hindrance to the Prince.


  Thus, Eileen gave up on dancing. Cesare never pushed for details.


  ‘And yet, I am here once again, about to dance the night away with His Excellency.’


  Eileen rubbed her fingertips along the edge of her dance card. She could feel the sharp edges through her silk gloves.


  The silence that followed was strange, and his gaze was even stranger. It gave her slight goosebumps the further it went along. She opened her lips to break the tension.


  “Shouldn’t you go to the banquet hall? Everyone must be waiting for you…”


  “There’s enough time to admire the garden.”


  Cesare replied as they observed the castle’s little Garden of Eden. 


  “The staff reported a new flower tree was just imported from the East.”


  ‘Liar. You came here on purpose just to see me’


  Eileen sighed inwardly.


  She had always thought that Cesare was as enthusiastic about plant life as she was. After all, he was the only one who would listen to her talk for hours about their properties while everyone else turned away in the middle of their conversation.


  ‘I was such a fool not to notice…’


  Eileen cursed her past and present selves as she walked inside her greenhouse with Cesare. She swallowed dryly to keep her calm and carefully selected her next words.


  “Thank you for the lily and for the dress. I apologise for not being able to dress appropriately, despite His Excellency’s thoughtful gesture. Initially, I had only intended to say hello and then leave. I hadn’t even considered the possibility of dancing, yet here we are… I realise now that I should have put more effort in.”


  Eileen, who had been reciting her prepared lines in order, suddenly halted. Her eyes widened, and her mouth slowly fell open.


  “Oh, my God.”


  Eileen dashed to the flowerpot, brimming with seedlings.


  “This is a Camellia tree! I saw it in a book once, but it is my first time seeing it in person!”


  It was a tree she had longed to see in person for quite some time. The flower petals had particularly piqued her interest because she had read that they were used as hemostatic agents. She had given up hope of obtaining them due to their rarity. Who would have imagined that it would be planted in the imperial palace garden?!


  Eileen squatted down in front of the sapling, peering closely at the camellia tree with eager anticipation.


  “They say the leaves feel like thick leather, and indeed, they do. The gloss is so vivid, and… If you observe closely here, the edge of the leaf resembles tiny teeth. It’s quite unusual, isn’t it? Hah, it would have been wonderful if the flowers had bloomed. The protruding stamens looked so enchanting in the illustrations… How I long to witness them in person!”


  Eileen made an effort to contain her excitement, speaking in a composed manner as she admired the camellia tree.


  “The flowers are also distinctive in that their corollas are all attached without a peduncle. That is why they claim it falls off completely. In the East, they say it is a symbol of bad luck because it looks like someone’s head is being cut off…”


  Eileen, who had been speaking with enthusiasm, suddenly jumped and fell silent. She belatedly realised that she was talking passionately about a subject that the person she was with might not find interesting.


  “A flower that resembles a severed head,”


  A deep voice echoed Eileen’s words.


  Eileen slowly turned her eyes from the camellia tree to the source of the voice.


  “…”


  Cesare lowered himself to sit beside Eileen. His attention was solely on her, not even glancing at the camellia tree.


  Eileen’s eyelashes fluttered. There was always a strange chemistry between them, no matter how they looked at each other. When she locked eyes with Cesare, the maelstrom of thoughts inside her mind seemed to calm.


  Was it the darkness of the greenhouse, or did his eyes radiate a particularly deep red?


  “Do you have a fondness for this type of flower?”


  “I-It’s not it! I–Argh! It’s just that it’s fascinating…”


  Eileen screamed in annoyance, while Cesare held a camellia sapling in his hand. His large hands seemed poised to pluck and crush the delicate plant at any moment.


  “Why do you always do this?!”


  Cesare smiled softly. Eileen begged him, even breaking into a cold sweat, but he just laughed ironically.


  “Just– Let go of the saplings first, then we’ll talk. They can get damaged so easily…”


  He did as was told, but his actions were sudden and rough. Eileen felt her heart sink when she fixed her eyes on Cesare’s face.


  “I’m sorry, Eileen. I’ve been out of sorts lately,”


  Cesare apologised without sounding remorseful. Eileen furrowed her brow in concern.


  “Has something troubling happened to you?”


  “Aside from the fact that you almost got your head cut off on the guillotine?”


  “I’m sorry…”


  Eileen murmured quietly, not knowing what else to say. As Cesare claimed, had Morpheus been discovered by someone else, Eileen’s fate would’ve been that of a headless chicken.


  ‘Still… He was never like this before…’


  Had Cesare found this exotic tree troublesome, he would have had his henchmen remove it a long time ago, and Eileen would never have been the wiser. But here he was, sitting with her, touching the sapling, listening to her ramblings… It’s unusual to see him acting on impulse, indulging her as he did. Not that he hadn’t before, but not to this degree…


  What on earth has happened in the last three years?


  Eileen gave him a strange look, and Cesare leaned forward. Then he declared,


  “The wedding will take place in a month. I would have had it sooner, but some preparations take time…”


  Eileen blinked slowly at him. Everything she wanted to say, everything she had neatly ordered, was tangled up in an impossible knot. She was defeated before she even set foot on the battlefield. 


  “I can’t win against you, can I? There’s no point in even expressing my opinion, is there?”


  “As an adult, you must put up with things you dislike.” 


  Cesare rose to his feet with deliberate slowness. As he stood tall, his back silhouetted against the moonlight, he cast a penetrating gaze down at Eileen. His bright red eyes locked onto hers with an intensity that sent shivers down her spine.


  “Then again, why would it be so unpleasant…?” 


  He mused aloud, a twisted smile curling onto his lips.


  “Considering we have to marry eventually, wouldn’t it be preferable for me to be your partner than some old pig?”


  ‘What old pig?!’ 


  Eileen almost squeaked, both scandalised and feeling indignent.


  The harsh words that came out of his mouth caused her eyes to widen at that precise moment. Cesare tilted his head slightly.


  He frowned at her before grabbing Eileen’s forearm and lifting her up. Eileen staggered to her feet under the weight of his power.


  Then, in the quiet greenhouse, the shadow of an uninvited guest appeared. They were covered in black from head to toe, and there appeared to be more than five of them. Eileen asked, her face full of disbelief.


  “They’re not assassins, are they?”


  “I wonder…?”


  He responded in a leisurely tone. Eileen was on the verge of crying from fear.


  As they were in the Imperial Palace, Cesare was completely unarmed. There wasn’t even a ceremonial sword at his side, let alone a firearm. 


  Fortunately, the assassins wielded only swords. Firearms, with their limited number of manufacturers and tendency to make loud noises, would have been easier to track. It seemed the assassins had opted for swords to carry out their task quietly.


  Yet, even in the absence of firearms, Cesare stood defenceless against the armed assailants. Eileen tightened her fists in frustration, realising the dire odds they faced.


  If there was only to be one survivor, it had to be Cesare. Eileen lowered her voice and whispered to him with determination evident in her expression.


  “Your Grace,” she began, catching his glance. “I’ll create a distraction for you.”


  “A distraction?” Cesare echoed, clearly intrigued.


  “Take that opportunity and make a run for it.”


  Knowing her agility, she believed there would be a chance for him to flee on his own. It seemed like a viable plan to her, but Cesare burst into laughter.


  “Eileen,” he said, his tone almost amused.


  “Yes?”


  His response perplexed her.


  “Could you close your eyes for a moment?”


  “Um… sure?” Eileen replied hesitantly, unsure of what he had in mind.


  “And perhaps… sing a song,” he added gently.


  “A song? How… how many?” Eileen asked, confused.


  “Just one song would suffice,” Cesare replied tenderly.


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 12


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  A woman with a slender physique briskly walked on the grounds. Her long hair was neatly braided, and she wore a dark blue uniform adorned with numerous medals on her chest.


  Her name was Michele, and she held the esteemed position of knight directly under the Grand Duke.


  In their culture, the name Michele was typically associated with men. Those who knew her only by name often expressed surprise upon their first encounter. Many questioned how she attained her position as a woman. Thus, Michele often found herself overlooked or openly ignored.


  Still, Michele paid little attention to the opinions of others. In her heart, she believed that it was only important for her master to recognise her skills. Besides, the chatter would immediately die down after witnessing Michele expertly handling her guns.


  Like everyone else, Michele wanted someone to notice and appreciate her.


  That someone, of course, would first and foremost be her master. The second one would be none other than Eileen.


  She first met her when the girl was a youngster, working as a maid in Cesare’s palace. She was only ten back then, with chubby cheeks and squeaky footsteps wherever she went. The cuteness overload was too much for knights’ to bear. 


  Michele watched her blossom into the beauty that she was today. Just remembering her childhood, her shy smiles and rings made from wildflowers made her soul burst with affection.


  To her, Eileen was like a daughter, or a little sister that she helped raise with all of her heart. The other knights and soldiers serving under the Grand Duke agreed with this sentiment. Eileen was loved by all and cherished as if she were their own.


  “Where’s Eileen?”


  Michele questioned them as soon as she spotted Lotan and Diego in the banquet hall. When Michele heard that Eileen was at the banquet, she hurried to get there, but unfortunately, she arrived too late.


  


  Diego chuckled softly as he watched Michele anxiously pacing while searching for Eileen. Lotan, though appearing stoic at first glance, couldn’t conceal the slight twitch at the corner of his lips.


  “Where’s Eileen? And you two…”


  Michele’s impatience bubbled forth as she prodded at them.


  “Did you ask her to dance? Without including me?”


  Diego crossed his arms, raising an eyebrow in response.


  “What did you expect? You should’ve hurried up.”


  “…Ah, f*ck. You b*stards.”


  With a bitter curse, Michele’s shoulders slumped, her freckles almost seeming to droop along with her sorrowful expression. Her voice wavered with a touch of despair.


  “You b*stards have no loyalty. I specifically asked you to save me a dance.”


  “The poor subordinates were eager to ask the lady to dance, who are we to refuse them?”


  “You should’ve put my name down instead of yours!”


  “Come on, have a conscience.”


  While Diego and Michele bickered, Lotan stole a glance at the wall clock. It was time for them to return from the greenhouse, but they were running later than expected. With His Majesty the Emperor’s expected arrival, being tardy would be inexcusable.


  ‘Let’s wait 5 more minutes.’


  Setting his final deadline in mind, Lotan intervened, separating Diego and Michele, who were still grumbling.


  “What about Senon?”


  “Not yet. It seems he won’t be finished today.”


  Michele replied with pursed lips. Recognising that her tardiness was due to work, Diego attempted to offer comfort in a softer tone.


  “Hey, you gave it your all.”


  “F*ck off.”


  “…”


  Diego, feeling dejected that his efforts to console her had failed, looked back at Lotan with an aggrieved expression. But Lotan couldn’t take Diego’s side either, as he proudly held his position for the third dance.


  Lotan, pretending to cough for no reason, tried to lighten the mood by suggesting that they all visit Eileen’s house later.


  Suddenly, a loud bang echoed through the banqueting hall.


  The sudden noise shattered the serene ambiance of soft music and quiet conversation. The startled guests quickly identified the source and erupted in screams of terror.


  Bursting through the banqueting hall doors, today’s protagonist, Cesare, made a dramatic entrance.


  Covered in blood, he strode into the hall, leaving crimson stains on the pristine marble floor with each step. A drip, drip, drip of blood fell in his wake.


  His red eyes gleamed under the chandelier, revealing the thrill of carnage within.


  Cesare’s presence overwhelmed the aristocrats of the Empire, whose greatest hunting successes were typically small forest creatures. The sight made it difficult for them to breathe. Only later did they realise that he wasn’t alone.


  Cesare held the hand of a young woman as he entered, her face drained of colour. She seemed to be more in custody than in escort. Yet the Grand Duke handled her with utmost courtesy. 


  The young lady, dressed in a peculiar manner, wore an elegant yet fashionable gown that followed the latest trends.


  But her face, obscured by bangs, framed by glasses, with no trace of make-up and her hair pulled back roughly, exuded a sense of old-fashionedness not seen in a decade.


  Those who were inwardly surprised by her identity remembered her as the daughter of a fallen noble who had been surrounded by the Grand Duke’s soldiers earlier.


  Yet they found themselves unable to mock her as freely as before, restrained by the Grand Duke’s firm grip on her hand.


  Cesare stopped in the centre of the banqueting hall with the lady in tow, gazing silently around the room. His piercing gaze fixed on the nobles of the council.


  Those who met his eyes seemed to turn into stone statues. After a moment of silence, Cesare spoke with a sigh.


  “I appreciate your intentions to congratulate me on my victory, but…”


  Running a hand through his blood-soaked hair, he asked,


  “Isn’t this a bit excessive?”


  There was no immediate reply. The hall fell into a silence so palpable that the trickle of cold sweat could be heard. Cesare, seemingly enjoying the chilly atmosphere, offered a faint smile.


  “I am well aware of your sincere intentions, so I shall repay shortly.”


  He declared with a cool demeanour and a dazzling smile,


  “You can look forward to it.”


  With that, Cesare turned and left, the Grand Duke’s soldiers marching in tow. Even after they had all left the banquet hall, a long silence remained.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  It happened when Eileen was eleven and Cesare was eighteen years old.


  On that particular afternoon, Eileen and Cesare indulged in tea time within the serene confines of the Prince’s palace garden. Eileen eagerly shared her newfound knowledge from The Great Encyclopaedia of Plants, a gift bestowed upon her by Cesare himself.


  In the midst of her animated explanation of gymnosperms and angiosperms, a servant appeared with a second cup of dried marigold tea, a floral tea known for its healing properties.


  Eileen prepared to take a sip when Cesare gently intervened to stop her.


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare’s voice was soft as he grabbed her wrist and ordered her to put down the teacup.


  Eileen tilted her head in confusion at Cesare’s interruption. Cesare offered her a biscuit instead, before instructing the servant to drink the tea.


  “Drink it.”


  The servant’s expression instantly fell, his body shaking as if struck by a sudden chill, before he collapsed to his knees in despair.


  “Your Highness…!”


  The servant begged for mercy, but Cesare, unmoved, simply smiled down at him.


  “I commanded you to drink the tea.”


  There was a chilling calm in Cesare’s voice as he continued.


  “I did not ask for your forgiveness.”


  Desperation clouded the servant’s eyes as he hesitated to comply. With Cesare’s knights standing by, the tea was forcibly administered, leaving the servant convulsing and foaming at the mouth.


  When the ordeal was over, Cesare ordered his men to remove the incapacitated servant. Turning to Eileen, he casually remarked,


  “It seems our tea is spoiled. Would you like a biscuit instead?”


  Caught in a whirlwind of emotions, Eileen held the biscuit in her hand, her mind reeling. Despite Cesare’s expectant gaze, she remained frozen, her mouth agape…


  Finally, tears welled up in Eileen’s eyes, to Cesare’s panic. He tried to comfort her, aware of the distress he had unwittingly caused.


  What unfolded was a harrowing incident between two people who were still learning about each other’s world.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 13


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  At a very young age, Cesare adapted well to the wilderness that was the Imperial Palace. Poisoning attempts became so frequent that they almost seemed like a chore to take care off. 


  Of course, this was an everyday occurrence for most Imperial family members. To weed out the week, they adopted a kill or be killed mentality. Even Cesare’s older brother, the weakest of the bunch, never batted an eye at such events.


  It reminded him of when he was Eileen’s age, so he immediately condemned the servant. In order to spare young Eileen any distress, the servant’s death was not depicted. The girl was still shocked when her world turned upside down. 


  Until that day, Eileen was convinced that Cesare was an angel who had lost his wings.


  Despite his inhuman appearance, he was always kind. Besides delicious snacks, he often gifted her with books she wanted to read. Most importantly, he was fond of her stories about plants that no one else was interested in.


  In Eileen’s little world, Cesare was a good and just God.


  After living for so long with this unwavering belief, it broke her when she realised that he was a monstrous demon. This revelation left Eileen so shaken that she became bedridden. Weak and trembling, it took quite some time for her shocked body to recover.


  When she finally woke up after enduring this turmoil for what felt like an eternity, Cesare invited Eileen to the Imperial Palace. The letter sent through her mother was full of comforting words, even mentioning an understanding should she wish to never visit again.


  Eileen held the Prince’s letter in her arms and contemplated it for a while.


  If she refused his invitation, Cesare would neatly sever their relationship. Their paths would never cross again.


  Yet Eileen could not bring herself to let go of the Prince. Without him, she feared no one would ever listen to her stories again.


  There was a tug-of-war going on in her heart between the feelings of fear and loneliness. The victor was decided quickly, and Eileen started spinning excuses for Cesare in her mind.


  ‘That servant was an attempted murderer. There’s no helping it.’


  The method of the servant’s execution was cruel, but he was the first who almost committed a crime! The more she thought about it, the more her heart felt heavy. The Prince’s nonchalance made her want to protect him even more! Living in such a world… It must be lonely.


  So Eileen returned to Cesare. After that conundrum, Cesare refused to show his cruel side in front of her. 


  ‘I was foolish then, as I am right now.’


  The thought was bittersweet. Eileen continued to mechanically push around her scrambled eggs before eating them.


  To think that she told Cesare to run away after encountering the assassins in the palace greenhouse, to think that she wanted to stall to give him time to escape…


  All she got in return was a request to close her eyes, smile, and maybe even sing him a song.


  “Just one song would suffice.”


  Eileen still couldn’t understand Cesare’s antics, but nevertheless complied. Cesare had only laughed when she began to sing the national anthem.


  But soon, his pleasant voice faded and was replaced by a terrifying sound. It was dead silence before Eileen could finish her first verse.


  “You can open your eyes now, Eileen.”


  With tears streaming down her cheeks, Eileen obeyed. Though her vision was blurry, she could make out Cesare caked with blood, clicking his tongue disapprovingly. 


  “Why didn’t you say something earlier if you were so frightened?” 


  Removing his blood-soaked leather gloves, Cesare gently wiped away her tears, his voice low but firm.


  “You don’t have to protect me, okay?”


  Eileen’s sorrow seemed never ending, but she still nodded. With that, she was led back to the banquet hall.


  Cesare never let go of her hand. In the banquet hall, her beloved gently spoke to her. She was so lost that she couldn’t register a single word. All she could remember was Michele escorting her home.


  The victory commemoration banquet was ruined. The only silver lining in the messy affair was that she wasn’t forced to dance.


  “Hah.”


  After finishing her meal, Eileen gulped down a glass of water and sighed. Her chest felt tight.


  Eileen was filled with fear and apprehension towards Cesare.


  Since that first assassination attempt, she had encountered Cesare’s inherent cruelty several more times. Despite his attempts to conceal it, there were moments when his true nature would inevitably surface.


  Each time, Eileen found herself trembling and fearful, much like she had been at eleven years old. Yet, despite her terror, she couldn’t bring herself to leave Cesare. Eventually, she even developed feelings for him.


  ‘But what else am I to do with someone so complex?’


  Her heart swelled with Cesare’s affection, and her love for him only continued to grow. There was no point in denying it.


  “I’m such a fool,” she muttered to herself as she tidied up the dining area. When her eyes landed at the bedroom door on the first floor, she felt conflicted. The bedroom her father used was still empty. 


  She continued to wait patiently, knowing Cesare would find her father’s whereabouts. It didn’t mean that the passing days didn’t fill her with unease.


  After washing the dishes, Eileen went upstairs to change into her outdoor clothes. She was planning on visiting the shopping district today and buying Cesare a gift.


  On the day the Arch of Triumph was approved, Eileen planned to pick up the custom order for Cesare as a congratulatory gift for his achievements.


  The person in question interrupted her plan himself.


  She had to postpone it because of all the madness, and it was only today that she was able to collect the gift.


  ‘His Excellency will love it!’


  As she walked through the shopping district, Eileen spotted a newsboy. She tried her best to ignore him. The main news was undoubtedly the triumphal procession and the mess at the banquet hall.


  The Traon Empire consisted of streets that branched off in seven directions from a single central square. Each of these streets served a different purpose. Eileen opted for the high-end shopping district.


  Amidst the bustling street filled with carriages, Eileen made her way on foot until she finally reached her target. The bell rang when she opened the shop’s door


  “Hello!”


  Eileen’s final destination was a watch store.


  “You’re here! I’ve been eagerly awaiting you. Come, come!”


  The shopkeeper greeted Eileen with joy and rushed her to the counter. Luca, a luxury watch dealer on Venue Street, sported a handsome moustache and wore a monocle, presenting himself as a gentleman of refined appearance.


  Having suffered from chronic migraines, Luca had become Eileen’s regular customer after purchasing her miracle cure made from willow leaves. He was appreciative of her and, thus, naturally went out of his way to make this gift perfect. 


  “How have you been? I brought more medicine for you.”


  “You couldn’t have come at a better time. I’m really grateful! Just in a moment. I’ll bring the watch for you.”


  There was a twinkle in his eye before he disappeared to the back of his store. It wasn’t long before he brought out a red velvet box. Eileen looked at the box with a pounding heart.


  “Wow…!”


  Nestled within the box was a brilliantly polished platinum pocket watch. Luca beamed with pride at Eileen’s simple and honest sense of awe.


  “Since it was your order, Eileen, I paid special attention to it.”


  Eileen cautiously reached out her hand. She refrained from touching the watch so as not to leave any fingerprints. She settled on lightly brushing the case.


  Platinum pocket watches were extremely expensive, but Eileen felt compelled to present His Excellency the Grand Duke with nothing but the finest. With Luca’s thoughtful assistance, she had managed to scrape together the necessary funds.


  “Would you like me to engrave a name on it?”


  “No, I think I’ll leave it as it is. Thank you.”


  Not that she wasn’t considering it, but it would cause a scene. Lucas didn’t know who the gift was for. He hadn’t even known that Eileen was a noblewoman.


  “I made a new formula for the ointment. I’ll bring you some next time.”


  “You can’t keep giving things away. I’ll pay you a fair price next time. Now tell me, how’s your pharmacy doing?”


  “Ah… I’m planning on closing it for a while.”


  Customers typically visited Eileen at the inn to buy her medicine. Now that the Grand Duke had shut down her laboratory, she considered approaching the innkeeper to discuss selling her products on consignment.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 14


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  He first discussed the sales strategy, then reassured Eileen that she should not worry about his medication. They chatted for a while before bidding her goodbye on her way home.


  She was in a good mood and eagerly planned how to deliver her gift. She reasoned that since Diego would be visiting soon, she could ask him to give the gift to Cesare on her behalf.


  ‘You probably already have a lot of good watches. But who knows? You might need one for everyday use. Something unremarkable that you wouldn’t mind losing.’


  Eileen didn’t fool herself. His Grace was a man of great wealth who could afford anything. Still, she hoped he would appreciate this. She worked hard to afford it, considering how expensive it was. Nevertheless, she felt a sense of satisfaction in buying a suitable gift. When she got home, she found herself humming contentedly to herself.


  “…?”


  There was a car in front of her house that she had not seen before. It did not belong to the Grand Duke’s subordinates, who typically drove military vehicles with the Imperial Army emblem. Eileen was suspicious, so she examined it closely. There were no markings whatsoever, so she scratched the thought that it was some soldier’s car.


  She walked past it and into her front garden, surprised, before coming to a halt. A stranger was standing there, staring at her orange trees.


  He was a large, older man.


  ‘Is he perhaps my father’s guest?’


  No one comes here to see Eileen, aside from the Grand Duke’s soldiers. The most plausible hypothesis was that he was looking for her father.


  Eileen approached the man cautiously, not forgetting to discreetly hide his Grace’s gift behind her back.


  “Hello, how can I help you?”


  The moment she greeted him, the man wasted no time turning around. The cloudy pupils of his downturned eyes inspected Eileen from head to toe. It was a dull and unpleasant stare.


  Eileen shook her head internally and scolded herself. Some people can’t help the way they look. Jumping to conclusions and immediately judging him at their first meeting was not how she was raised.


  “Eileen Elrod?”


  “Oh, yes! That’s me. Are you a friend of my father?”


  She replied with a bright smile. After all, regardless of his eyes, the man bore a happy expression. Not to say that it didn’t feel repulsive. It made her want to crawl under her skin and even flee.


  “You can say Baron Elrod and I go way back.”


  Eileen could detect an exotic accent in his speech. He was probably a foreign noble.


  Could it be that her father once again borrowed money that he could not pay back? This was troublesome. She had already spent all of her savings on the pocket watch! Could she cover his mistakes with the emergency fund she had left?


  She didn’t let her complicated feelings show on her face. He could still be her father’s friend, so she continued warmly.


  “I’m sorry to say that my father is out right now…”


  “Is that so?”


  Even though she announced her father’s absence, he did not appear to want to leave. Watching him linger awkwardly, Eileen reluctantly asked a question she did not want to ask.


  “Would you like some tea?”


  “If you insist.”


  The man readily accepted and followed Eileen inside the house. Eileen seated him in the living room before apologising and rushing upstairs.


  Given her father’s antics, it appeared that his friend had indeed come to collect his money back. She would hand over what the man asked for, but she was not giving up on that watch.


  This was a gift for her beloved to commemorate his historic victory. She would not miss this opportunity. She hid the box deep in her wardrobe before retrieving a small safe from beneath her bed. 


  She checked her emergency fund and bit her lip as she counted the silver coins. She had no idea how much her father owed, but she hoped she had enough to pay the interest.


  After counting and returning to the first floor, she found her guest once again looking at her greenery. This time he was studying the lilies in the vase, which were also looking at the orange tree.


  She continued on to the kitchen, clattering about and preparing to serve the tea. From time to time, she felt him staring at her neck.


  ‘Why do you keep staring at me?’


  She hurried to finish the tea, still terrified that he would ask about the money. As she turned, tray in hand,


  “AHHH!”


  Startled, Eileen grabbed the tray with all her strength. The man was standing right in front of her. She felt her heart leap out of her chest.


  The man was not that tall, so their eyes met. Unexpectedly, he reached out his hand and flicked Eileen’s fringe. Her face was now exposed for his inspection.


  Eileen felt like a deer caught in the headlights at his incredibly rude and dangerous gesture. The older man couldn’t help but chuckle.


  “Just as I expected, you really do have mysterious eyes.”


  Eileen didn’t hesitate to pull back, even if she trembled and haphazardly put down the tray.


  “Why are you like this? If it’s because of the money–”


  “You think this is about the money?”


  The man’s face contorted grimly in reply.


  “Yes, it is indeed about money. My money, to be precise, Lady Elrod. And I have a lot to say about it.”


  With each word, his voice became louder until it boomed with his final remark. Eileen bristled like a bird in a defiant manner.


  “Baron Elrod promised to sell an item to me. He clearly signed the contract, even received payment in advance. All that was left was to deliver the goods and his account would be settled. Imagine my surprise when I found out that the Baron was missing.”


  His words felt ominous and she couldn’t get rid of the negative thoughts swirling in her head. She blurted it out before she could stop herself, as if in a trance.


  “And what did he decide to sell?”


  The man grinned at her simple question and felt like she was doused with glacial water. She desperately hoped to God that she was wrong, but his shark smile shattered her soul.


  “Why, he decided to give me his daughter. I’ve made all the preparations for the wedding, but the bride never arrived. Naturally I came to find her.”


  Eileen thought that there was nothing left in her father’s name. But there was apparently one thing left, just waiting to be sold off.


  Eileen Elrod herself.


  According to Imperial law, an unmarried woman cannot refuse marriage arranged by the bride’s parents. She didn’t understand why it shocked her, that her own father would sell his daughter just to satisfy his gambling addiction.


  Her world began to spin and there was a loud ringing in her ears. What should she blame it on? That this unbearable truth became her reality, or that it was too unbelievable to even comprehend. It was too baffling. She couldn’t even shed a tear. Not to say that a maniacal giggle wasn’t threatening to leave her lips.


  Her supposed ‘fiance’ continued to ramble in front of the motionless Eileen. He even pulled out a valid contract to back up his claims. Elrod’s family seal was presented in front of her, clear as day.


  “I’ll be back in three days. Be sure to sort things out, pack, and get ready to move. Make sure to prepare your dowry with no grudges attached.”


  With that, the man left. The sound of the closing door echoed through the house, as if signaling the end of the world. 


  Finally alone, Eileen sank to the floor. The hard wooden floor pressed painfully against her knees. She couldn’t muster the thought to move to her soft sofa. 


  After what felt like an eternity, Cesare’s words from the Imperial greenhouse played back in her mind.


  “Considering we have to marry eventually, wouldn’t it be preferable for me to be your partner than some old pig?”


  The man who visited Eileen today was both bigger in stature and older in age. Cesare’s puzzling suggestion became as clear as day. 


  “You already knew this would happen, didn’t you, your highness?”


  Perhaps he found out about the contract while investigating her father’s whereabouts? Getting him involved in her predicament weighed her down, she felt so embarrassed by it. The more agonizing truth was that she couldn’t solve this situation on her own. 


  The only one who could help Eileen was Cesare himself.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Looking down at the red velvet box, Eileen held onto it as if it were her lifeline. She never wanted to send him this gift in this manner. 


  If she was to approach him about her little problem, it was better to go with a humble gift than to go empty-handed.


  Eileen spent a while in tears, before rubbing her nose with the back of her hand. Then, she looked at his mansion in the distance.


  This townhouse was the place the Grand Duke Erzet used when he stayed in the capital. It was a place guarded to the brim by his soldiers.


  Cesare acquired the place shortly after becoming the Duke. Yet it remained vacant for some time, since his departure for the battlefield. It was also the first time Eileen visited the place.


  She couldn’t approach it directly, so she observed some more from a distance.


  Well… she could, but she didn’t have the courage. She would then need to reveal her identity. She took some time mentally preparing herself. 


  She went back and forth on her path, thinking how much she could delay the inevitable, and probably embarrassing, meeting. When she couldn’t take the psychological anguish anymore, she approached the gates of the mansion with hesitant steps. Like she predicted, the soldiers blocked her path, no questions were asked.


  “I have some urgent business with His Grace. If you could tell them Eileen Elrod is here–”


  “Eileen Elrod?!”


  She didn’t even have time to finish her sentence before soldiers started gushing upon hearing her name. They responded with such admiration that Eileen was taken aback, only able to foolishly blink at their enthusiasm.


  “My lady, please! Just wait here a moment.”


  The guards informed the staff at the mansion and escorted her inside. The massive iron gates that shielded his Grace’s sanctuary opened, revealing a lush garden inside.


  A mansion such as this, situated on a parcel of land amidst the archipelago, left her already overwhelmed by its opulence.


  As Eileen approached, she found a row of employees awaiting her arrival. They greeted her with politeness, and the elderly butler stationed at the forefront extended a warm welcome.


  “Have you been waiting long? My sincerest apologies for any inconvenience, Lady Eileen.”


  ***




  Chapter 15


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  “Sonio!”


  



  Sonio smiled slightly when Eileen greeted him heartily. With his greying hair and moustache, Sonio gave off a sharp and stern appearance. But when he stood before Eileen, he felt like a pleasant spring breeze.


  



  He used to work as a chamberlain in the Imperial Palace, and when Cesare became Grand Duke, they left the Imperial Palace together. It was thus natural that Eileen and Sonio knew each other very well.


  



  “I’ll take you inside.”


  



  Sonio said politely, leading Eileen inside.


  



  “Would you like some tea in the parlour while you wait?”


  



  “Yeah, maybe… Is His Excellency—”


  



  Sonio’s expression darkened slightly as she asked about Cesare. He responded in a courteous and friendly manner.


  



  “I apologise. It will be difficult to see His Grace today.”


  



  “I see…”


  



  From his expression, Eileen could tell there was absolutely no chance. Cesare must have already informed Sonio that he was unable to meet her today.


  



  Eileen had their meeting in various ways before arriving at the Duke’s villa. The thought of not meeting Cesare hadn’t even crossed her mind.


  



  ‘I take him too much for granted.’


  



  Cesare’s affection and interest have never been constant. It burns as brightly as the flame of a candle but could easily be extinguished with a single breath.


  



  Cesare was not a fickle man, but one change of heart was all it took to cool things off.


  



  ‘Are you no longer interested in me?’


  



  The moment she thought about it, everything seemed to go bleak. Their relationship was truly one-sided, and Eileen was the weaker party. If Cesare had truly lost interest in marrying her, she would never be able to look at him again.


  



  If I think about it, wasn’t it like this during the war?’


  



  Cesare refused to contact her, so all she could do was wait.


  



  Her face darkened, so Sonio jumped in to comfort her.


  



  “My lady, I brought a cake from the newly opened shop. You should try it with tea!”


  



  He took Eileen’s coat and sat her gracefully on the sofa in the living room. Once she had made herself comfortable, she put down the watch box that had become so cherished.


  



  She thought it was very luxurious and beautiful when she bought it in the shop. Seeing it placed on the Grand Duke’s sofa, she found it rather unsightly. It seemed that both she and the watch box had ended up in a place where they didn’t belong.


  



  While Eileen was sighing, Sonio quickly brought out tea and snacks. The tea set was much to Eileen’s liking.


  



  Milk tea was made soft and sweet from milk and sugar. There were cakes with whipped cream and various biscuits.


  



  They were all Eileen’s favourite desserts. Normally, she would have been happy to lift her fork. Today, she had to force herself to do it.


  



  She took a bite from a corner of the cake, her mind drifting to Sonio’s kindness. Unfortunately, she felt no flavour, as if her sense of taste had vanished. After that sole bite, she set the fork down.


  



  “…”


  



  She couldn’t control her expression. She tried to smile, but her lips were stiff.


  



  In fact, she was glad she didn’t cry right away. Eileen bit her lip to suppress her sobbing.


  



  Sonio watched. He placed a handkerchief on the table and left the salon silently. His consideration brought more tears to Eileen’s eyes. With her nose twitching, Eileen clutched the handkerchief and tilted her head back.


  



  The memory of that old pig who called her his bride flashed into her mind. It made her nauseous to even think that she would have to kiss him like she did Cesare.


  



  She would eventually need to bear him a child… She stopped herself abruptly as she went green.


  



  She would never be able to see Cesare again, that was what bothered her the most. Her heart was ready to be ripped in half. 


  



  He was a foreigner, so he would leave the country. Naturally, he would take her with him. If she went abroad, she wouldn’t even be able to hear from Cesare in the future.


  



  In her homeland, she could at least inquire about Cesare from the papers, even occasionally bumping into him.


  



  ‘ And if I were to become the Grand Duchess…’


  



  That would be much preferable, regardless of whether she remained his ‘child’ or not. Then a sudden thought struck her. Could it be that he had lost interest after hearing her complain a dozen times about their engagement?


  



  She regretted her long tongue, but there was no use crying over spilled milk. She held back her tears and slowly collected herself. The familiar resignation cast its shadow over her face.


  



  She smoothed out the crumpled handkerchief with her hands, folded it neatly, and put it back on the table.


  



  ‘I’ll leave his gift and return home.’


  



  Having come this far, she was determined to go through with her gift. She had bought it for him to wear. It didn’t matter if it looked unimpressive.


  



  With any luck, seeing the gift might change his mind, even if only a little. Knowing Cesare, a man who was meticulous in his decision-making, it was highly unlikely. Still, Eileen harboured a small ray of hope.


  



  She got up from the sofa and looked out of the window, thinking


  



  ‘I will have Sonio deliver it if it comes to that’


  



  The drawing room had large windows that overlooked the courtyard. Outside the window, she saw an orange tree. Eileen approached the window, fascinated by it.


  



  She didn’t know that there was also an orange tree in his house. Eileen naturally thought of her own back in the garden of her brick house.


  



  The reason Cesare gave Eileen the orange tree was because she had been kidnapped in the past.


  



  “There’s no reason to wonder anymore, right?”


  



  Eileen was kidnapped because she was overly curious about orange-flavored candy. In remembrance, Cesare planted an orange tree in her garden. Cesare, Eileen, and her mother were all happy to share the first orange that fell from the tree.


  



  When Eileen gazed at the orange trees, memories of Cesare flooded her mind. Suddenly, she spotted a man strolling leisurely down the opposite corridor.


  



  He flickered in and out of view, but Eileen recognised him instantly. With a surge of excitement, she hurried to unlatch the window and call out to him.


  



  “…”


  



  But all she managed to do was grasp the latch. She couldn’t open the window and, therefore, couldn’t call out to him.


  



  Cesare had already informed his staff that he did not wish to see her. It would be childish of her to irritate him in this situation. Eileen feared that he would come to despise her even more.


  



  As she hesitated by the window, he directed his gaze at her. Through the azure hue, his crimson eyes locked onto Eileen’s.


  



  He must have been on his way somewhere because he was dressed in a suit and coat. She couldn’t even turn her head to avoid their gaze. Eileen cautiously bowed to him.


  



  Cesare looked at Eileen in silence, and she smiled faintly. He walked across the courtyard, his lips twisting into a smile. As she watched him approach, Eileen stood still at the window, fidgeting with her hand.


  



  Tuk-tuk. Cesare came right up to the window and lightly knocked on the glass. His leather gloves muffled the sound.


  



  Eileen hesitated before undoing the latch and gently pushing open the window. As soon as there was a small opening, he grabbed the window with his large hand and swung it wide open.


  



  The wind outside blew in, and the rustling of leaves tickled her ears like waves. Cesare’s cool, heavy scent enveloped Eileen. She gazed up at him with wide eyes, carefully parting her lips.


  



  “Your Excellency…”


  



  “What troubles you, Eileen?”


  



  Gazing down at her, Cesare questioned.


  



  She anticipated tears the moment she heard his voice. Standing in front of Cesare made it difficult for her to restrain her emotions. She pressed her lips together firmly, then opened her mouth.


  



  “I wanted to give you a gift… I know it’s not much, but… I just wanted to congratulate you on your victory.”


  



  Eileen sighed as she held up the watch box, struggling to finish her sentence properly. She gripped it so tightly that a small handprint was left on the velvet. After giving it a gentle rub to erase the mark, she handed the box to Cesare.


  



  Cesare immediately opened the box to inspect its contents. His hand paused briefly as he examined the watch. Whatever he saw rendered him silent for a moment.


  



  What could be causing this reaction?


  



  A low murmur could be heard just before Eileen nervously bit her lip.


  



  “So, this is what it looked like.”


  



  His tone was subtle, as if he were already aware of the platinum watch.


  ***




  Chapter 16


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  There was something strange in his statement. It was the first time Eileen had given him a watch.


  ‘Perhaps he had received something similar from someone else?’


  It didn’t make much sense.


  After all, even if the gift was carefully selected and bought in an exquisite shop on Venue Street, Grace would have little reason to encounter such a design.


  Cesare had been born a prince, and now, as a duke, he was one of the noblest figures in the Empire. This meant that items were tailor-made for him, carefully designed and crafted so that no duplicates would exist elsewhere. From clothes and shoes to furniture and even pens, all of the Grand Duke’s possessions were priceless items that commanded high appraisals.


  His collection of pocket watches was no different. Eileen could tell, as she had seen them a few times before. Each was adorned with expensive jewels and intricately marked with the insignia of the imperial family.


  The plain, unadorned platinum pocket watch Eileen had bought was something that undoubtedly would never catch Cesare’s eye. Aside from Eileen, there was no one else who would dare give him something like this.


  As Eileen was lost in her complicated thoughts, Cesare took the pocket watch out of the box. The white timepiece contrasted sharply against the black leather gloves.


  Click.


  The small sound of the strap slipping under the glove was heard. He looked at the device in his palm. For a moment, a fleeting glimmer passed over his eyes.


  The brief tremor dissipated before Eileen could take notice. Cesare tightened his grip around the watch, as if determined never to let it go, and smiled.


  “I like it.”


  The moment Eileen caught sight of Cesare’s cheerful, smiling face, her spirit eased. As her tense mind began to unwind, tears streamed down her cheeks.


  “Sob…”


  Tears flowed like a rushing faucet. Despite hastily removing her glasses to wipe them with the back of her hand, it was futile. Eileen wept softly and sought Cesare’s forgiveness.


  “I’m sorry, Your Excellency. I’m so sorry!”


  “What are you going on about?”


  “Ugh, it’s—uh, I’m crying!”


  “You are apologising over that?”


  “No, I’m sorry for everything.”


  Cesare sighed gently, removing one of his gloves and stowing it in his pocket alongside the pocket watch. Tenderly, he cupped Eileen’s face, brushing aside her bangs and wiping away the moisture around her eyes with his thumb.


  “I can’t even bring myself to be angry with you, much less when I see your tear-streaked face.”


  He brushed away her tears, furrowing his brow. With narrowed eyes, he murmured softly.


  “I had even intended to be harsher on you.”


  Eileen’s heart sank. It was as she feared. He was indeed upset! He had even planned to be even meaner! What a profoundly unsettling revelation!


  Just his refusal to meet her felt like the end of the world. Eileen gazed up at Cesare with desperation, her voice trembling as she asked,


  “Can I ask why you’re angry?”


  Cesare didn’t reveal it right away. He waited until Eileen had shed what seemed like a bucketful of tears before speaking.


  “He offered to sell you.”


  Eileen’s eyes widened in shock at his reasoning.


  “He was willing to sell off a girl who hasn’t even made her debut in society yet. To a foreign pig, no less. He was demanding money from me while threatening me, you know? That would be enough to make anyone angry, wouldn’t it?”


  Too stunned to continue crying, Eileen momentarily forgot her tears. She could roughly discern her father’s intentions behind such actions.


  Using marriage as a pretext, her father intended to extort money from Cesare and allocate a portion of it to the foreign nobles to make the ‘marriage’ look legitimate.


  Since her mother’s death, her father has complained openly about their lack of wealth, despite the Grand Duke’s affection for Eileen. It was only after Cesare’s triumphal return from his campaign that the complaints ceased. 


  Peering into Eileen’s eyes, now darkened by the setting sun, Cesare posed a question.


  “Are you still going to let yourself be married off to that old swine?”


  Eileen vigorously shook her head. Cesare wiped her teary eyelashes and asked again.


  “What do you propose we do, hm?”


  “I don’t know…”


  How wonderful it would’ve been if she could’ve simply refused to do something that she didn’t want to do. There hadn’t been many moments in Eileen’s life when she’d had the autonomy to make her own decisions. Even now, she felt as though she was being dragged along at the whim of someone else.


  Unable to answer immediately, her gaze lowered, and Eileen felt a gentle shake of her shoulders.


  “Why don’t you know, Eileen?” 


  Cesare’s voice pierced through the darkness, a lone beacon amidst the blackness. His face drew nearer, their breaths mingling as their noses lightly brushed against each other.


  “You should marry me.”


  Eileen’s breath quickened, her heart pounding in her chest. Cesare held her in his periphery, as though she were a delicate bird ensnared in his grasp.


  “Do you resent me, even if it’s just a little?”


  Eileen didn’t answer, but Cesare didn’t insist. He already knew the answer.


  Eileen parted her lips slightly, a sense of resignation washing over her. To refuse now would leave her with a wretched fate.


  Bound by invisible constraints, she surrendered to the inevitable.


  “I will marry you…”


  His eyes were like a crescent blood moon, curving in a brief smile before descending and meeting her lips with his own. Eileen gasped and trembled in his hold, feeling his large hands encircle her waist.


  His grip was firm, and Cesare initiated a slow, lingering kiss, keeping her from pulling away. He nibbled gently on her lips, coaxing them to part, then slipped his tongue inside.


  Eileen hesitated, uncertain of what to do with her own. It didn’t surprise Cesare, and he gladly guided her in their first salacious lesson, intertwining it with his own. The sensation of his tongue softly grazing the roof of her mouth was enough to send a shiver down her spine.


  “Ah~! Mmm!”


  A small sound escaped Eileen’s throat, betraying her discomfort. It prompted Cesare to tighten his hold before gradually gliding his hand up her back, tracing a slow path along her spine.


  A peculiar sensation, neither pain nor pleasure but distinct in its own right, nagged at her lower abdomen. It was uncomfortable yet somehow different, recognisable from their previous kisses.


  There was also an unfamiliar damp sensation between her legs that made her instinctively close her tense thighs. With careful movements, she lifted her hand from its awkward position and placed it gently on Cesare’s chest.


  Although she had no intention of pushing him away, Cesare stopped the kiss, slowly pulling their lips apart, and looked at Eileen in silence.


  Confronted by his crimson eyes, Eileen’s thoughts drifted to poppies. Despite their enchanting allure, they were toxic within. Much like Cesare’s true nature, those who lingered by his side became addicted to his allure, like opium, regardless of its detrimental side effects.


  Eileen was no exception. She had realised his dangerous nature at the tender age of eleven, in the gardens of the Imperial Palace. She had chosen to feign ignorance, despite the many frightening situations she had encountered since then.


  When she met Cesare’s intense gaze, she was suddenly aware of their proximity, separated only by the low window frame. Too late, she had noticed the discomfort from pressing against the edge of the window.


  Cesare must have noticed too, for he released his grip, allowing Eileen to step back.


  “Eileen.”


  “Yes?”


  “Why didn’t you eat the cake?”


  “I have no appetite.”


  She wouldn’t be able to taste anything right now, regardless of what she ate. Eileen lowered her head and, clutching his clothes, managed to speak with difficulty.


  “I want to see my father.”


  “It’s probably best not to meet him.”


  His statement must carry some truth to it. If Cesare had advised against it, then meeting her father would undoubtedly lead to something unpleasant. Judging from Cesare’s reluctance to disclose her father’s whereabouts, it was evident.


  But Eileen couldn’t evade it forever. She had ventured into this forbidden castle, determined to claim it as her own. Allowing herself to bare her vulnerabilities before the one she cherished, and now, finding herself even more entangled in his debt, only deepened her burden.


  “How much worse can it get?”


  Eileen asked with a bitter tone.


  “It’s alright, just… Let me meet him, please.”


  Seeing him hesitate, she added another to persuade him. 


  “We also need to talk about… marriage.”


  With a displeased expression still on his face, Cesare reluctantly acquiesced.


  “All right, then, let’s go together.”


  “You must be busy. I’ll go alone if you–-“


  She was about to ask him to show her the way so as not to cause him any more trouble, but Cesare quickly closed that window of opportunity. Looking down at Eileen, who had fallen silent in astonishment, he whispered as if in admonition.


  “Now, now, Eileen. Wouldn’t it be more appropriate to go with your husband?”


  ***




  Chapter 17


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  “Huh?”


  Eileen’s mouth fell open at his straightforwardness, her cheeks reddening when she heard the title.


  “We haven’t even made it official!”


  Cesare chuckled, seemingly amused by her incredulity. Instead of replying, he simply took Eileen’s hand and led her through the drawing room.


  Upon reaching the foyer, Sornio, who had been waiting outside, promptly held the door open. His expression remained calm in spite of Cesare’s sudden appearance.


  “We’ll take the carriage for our outing,” Cesare declared.


  “Yes, Your Grace,” came Sornio’s crisp acknowledgement before he vanished.


  The couple continued towards the dressing room, and Eileen was taken aback by the sight.


  Various dresses hang around the room, with shoes, hats, and jewellery to match. This part of the house didn’t seem to belong to an unmarried man. While Eileen reached out to examine a bit of everything, Cesare went to the other side and picked up a ready-made dress. 


  “Dress yourself in this.”


  It was a simple but a tasteful combination of a skirt, blouse, gloves, and hat. He laid them out carefully on the sofa, as if to avoid creasing them, before choosing a hair ornament. Then he motioned for Eileen to come closer.


  As she approached, Cesare reached out to take off Eileen’s glasses and pin her bangs aside.


  Eileen touched her exposed face awkwardly, too unfamiliar in its altered state.


  “Should I really go out like this?


  “You’ll attract more attention with your glasses on.”


  With that, Cesare persuaded Eileen and went to change. Alone in the dressing room, Eileen hesitantly stripped out of her old clothes, neatly folded them and placed them in a corner. Then she slipped into the new clothes Cesare had chosen for her. Curiously enough, each piece fitted perfectly. Absorbed by the smooth texture of the fabric, she absentmindedly studied herself in the mirror.


  It couldn’t be done. Eileen closed her eyes tightly at the sight. She had little will to look at her exposed face as she felt unpleasant memories creeping into the back of her mind.


  “You look disgusting!”


  When angry, Eileen’s mother would mock her appearance. She’d yell that her daughter was appalling to look at, even holding up a pair of scissors to her eyes. When she regained her equilibrium, she would be unable to look at Eileen. Whether the older woman felt uncomfortable by the girl’s sight or was ashamed at her previous behaviour, Eileen would never know.


  Some time later, a day came when her mother gifted her with a pair of glasses. Eileen had good sight, so the lenses were made out of regular glass. Nevertheless, she didn’t complain and simply put them on, not daring to change her appearance since. She even grew out her bangs just to cover her face more. And when she washed up, she never appraised herself in the mirror, refusing to be triggered by her past experiences.


  After living like this for a few years, Eileen felt anxious whenever her face was exposed. So she put the hat on without looking in the mirror to adjust it, and put on the last matching pieces, the gloves and the shoes, to complete her outfit.


  Eileen left the dressing room in a hurry and came upon Cesare giving instructions to his servant. They both stopped and turned to look at the lady when they heard the door open.


  “!”


  The servant’s eyes kept widening, looking as if they were going to pop out of his sockets. Eileen looked away, in discomfort.


  ‘Why can’t I at least have my glasses back?!’


  Cesare quickly caught her hand as it wandered towards her tender eyes, cautioning her against irritating them any further. They were a little puffy, perhaps from a few traitorous tears from earlier?


  Eileen walked quietly behind Cesare, her eyes fixed on the ground, until they reached the threshold of the front door.


  “Lady Eileen.”


  Sornio’s voice halted in her tracks before they stepped into the carriage. She looked up at him, a moment of trepidation flickering across her features. Fortunately, Sornio’s reaction remained unchanged as he greeted her with his usual friendly smile.


  ‘Well, Sornio has watched over me since childhood.’


  Sornio had watched over her since she was a child, wandering about the unfamiliar castle grounds. He had seen her many times, so her bare face must be familiar to him.


  “You hadn’t touched the cake, my lady. I’ll prepare some for later.”


  “There really is no need-“


  “Now that simply won’t do. Would you keep this old man up and worrying all night long?


  In the end, Eileen gave in.


  “Please come more often, Miss Eileen.”


  “Have no fear, Sornio. You’ll be seeing more of her soon.”


  Cesare replied in Eileen’s stead, nodding slightly.


  “I have a feeling I’ll be late.”


  “Yes, Your Excellency. I will prepare everything accordingly.”


  After saying goodbye to Sonio, Eileen and Cesare got into the carriage together. The carriage moved fast down the road towards the outskirts of the capital.


  The street they came upon was the same street Eileen wondered in her earlier search for her father. It didn’t have an official name, but to the locals, it became known as Fiore Street.


  Fiore Street was full of nightlife establishments, including bars, gambling, and pr*stitution. Of course, there were also bootleggers and merchants whose wares were illegal. There were even rumours of a shop that accepted commissions for murder or brokered sensitive information.


  Of course, this was all speculation. Innocent until proven guilty and all that.


  ‘I can’t believe I’ve been to this place twice already!’


  This place wasn’t made for someone like her. Once, the possibility of entering such territory seemed light years away. She swallowed nervously and clung to Cesare.


  After getting off at the start of this street, Cesare had Eleen’s arm wrapped around his as if in escort. They walked in step without him paying any attention to the touts around him.


  He was so proud at that moment, she observed. Feeling her gaze, Cesare asked.


  “Is something the matter?”


  “I keep wondering what would happen if someone recognised you.”


  Because of the Grand Duke’s popularity, there was a trend among gentlemen to dye their hair black. Even on Fiore Street, there was a sea of men with various shades of black hair.


  None, of course, could compare with His Excellency. He stood out with his midnight locks that danced with life, a shade that could not be imitated by artificial means.


  “I wouldn’t mind being recognised. After all, they’ll get the impression that I’ve come here to have a drink with my lover.”


  Aside from the possibility of having his reputation tarnished, that was another thing that troubled Eileen. She didn’t want to fan the flames of those who were interested in him. On top of those worries, she felt more eyes on her today. Was it because she was with a man like Cesare?


  She was about to adjust her thick-framed glasses to hide her features better before she remembered that she didn’t have any. With no other choice, she decided to keep her head even lower, never breaking her pace with Cesare’s.


  When they reached the front door of the tavern, they were greeted by two bulky, shaggy-looking bouncers. They were smoking and chatting, but quickly extinguished their cigarettes and steeled their postures when they saw Cesare. He tossed them each a silver coin before entering the tavern.


  “Oops.”


  Eileen was so surprised that she grabbed Cesare’s arm. She had heard of the famous taverns here, but the sheer size of this place was beyond her imagination.


  The interior was completely covered in red velvet, and under the chandeliers, hung with rich red curtains, was a large dance hall.


  ‘What tavern?! This is…’


  There were dancers in what looked more like a dance hall. The women here wore dresses of bright red silk, satin, and black lace. They were also distinguished by the red feathers in their hair.


  Eileen’s face burned at the sight of their bare breasts. Even their legs were bare to the thighs. The hems of her skirts fluttered like butterflies as they moved vigorously, revealing glimpses of her stockings. Apart from Eileen, everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves.


  As the dance song ended, the music changed. Then colourful confetti began to rain down from the ceiling, and the mood changed. A dancer appeared on the trapeze, as if summoned by the glittering paper. Her sequined outfit set her apart from the others, and she shone like a jewel in the light.


  She must have been very famous in this entertainment hall. As soon as she appeared, the people cheered and called her name.


  “Marlena!”


  Marlena twirled in the air on her hanging swing, sending kisses to those within reach. She was captivating in her aerial dance, the hem of her skirt swirling as both a tease and a protective shield.


  Her entrance music ended, and she was about to step off the swing when their eyes met.


  “!”


  The world really was too small, and their meeting left them both in shock. 


  Marlena was a client of Eileen’s. She called herself Lena when they met, and she was a frequent buyer of birth control pills. She was also one of the few who had seen Eileen’s bare face.


  Marlena looked at Eileen with startled eyes. Her eyes widened even more when she saw Cesare.


  Instantly, Marlena’s expression changed completely, and she began her song. The moment she let her voice out, both dancers and musicians were left astonished. It was as if she had gone off-script, for this wasn’t a song they had rehearsed for.


  Nevertheless, the workers here were people of skill. One by one, they joined in and harmonised with Marlena, following her lead. The woman tossed her gorgeous golden locks and turned directly to Eileen, as if to dedicate her performance to her.


  “Men, men, trashy men,


  Foolish is the woman who trusts in them.


  With abominable lies, sugarcoating,


  Trashy deceivers, forever gloating.”


  The song really was something…


  (Ed’s note: Forgive me, I’m not a poet.)


  ***




  Chapter 18


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  It was a mystery why Marlena would dedicate such a song to her. Eileen blinked in confusion, her eyebrows furrowed, before she looked at Cesare.


  A smile of amusement graced his lips, and he put an arm around Eileen.


  “Come. Let’s mingle.”


  He pulled her close, hip to hip, as they walked through the crowd. They headed for a corridor behind thick curtains, and Marlena’s singing faded into the background.


  The corridor wasn’t wide, so they continued to remain close. Cesare casually broke their silence as he led Eileen.


  “An acquaintance of yours?”


  “W-why, not at all!”


  Regardless of whose presence she was in, Eileen was always careful with the information she shared. Marlena used a pseudonym, and she never mentioned her profession. She must have wanted to keep it all secret. So Eileen will continue to respect her wishes. 


  But she wasn’t blind. What Cesare would make of her answer was entirely up to him.


  His chuckle spoke volumes, but he continued their walk without further questions.


  On either side of the corridor were many doors. Faint groans could be heard behind some of them. Eileen was curious about the noise but didn’t dare ask aloud.


  Just as she was about to ask how far they had to go down this increasingly convoluted corridor, Cesare stopped and turned to her as if to give her one last chance.


  “Are you sure you’re ready to meet him?”


  She knew he would adhere to her wishes. Yet her answer remained the same.


  She knew the Baron was fooling around, indulging in sinful pleasures left and right. But she had never seen it with her own eyes. She had to break the illusion once and for all.


  Eileen couldn’t take it any longer. He had almost sold her off to a foreign country. She wanted to confront him to understand why he did it. Was he truly that desperate to sell his only child in this world?


  “Yes.”


  With a determined look on her face, Cesare led her further into the depths.


  The passage became more and more confusing. Without a guide, she would undoubtedly have been lost. Just as she was contemplating the horror she would have experienced if she’d come alone, Cesare stopped abruptly and swung open a door without giving Eileen any time to prepare.


  The scene was more horrific than Eileen could have imagined. Frozen, she looked at the translucent red drapes that hang from the ceiling to the floor. Many seats were scattered about, each with an owner. Naked men and women were groping each other on every one of them!


  Eileen’s head went blank at the sight of tangled, naked limbs. All she could do was bury her face in the palm of her hand.


  “Urgh!”


  And what were those weeds that they mixed and burned? The stench of it made her feel hazy, and she had inhaled only a little.


  She looked at Cesare, trembling slightly. He simply nodded in affirmation. It gave her some courage to head in slowly, one step at a time.


  She tried not to look at the people around her, simply keeping her eyes forward. There was a sound behind the red cloth.


  “Huh, huh, huh.”


  The sounds of heavy breathing and skin slapping against skin, along with the occasional foul language, hurt her ears. Eileen reached out and grasped the red curtains. She hesitated only a moment before revealing the horror that lay beneath.


  There he was, her father, plunging down into a woman.


  “Hah! I’m about to c*m! Not like you’re high on an aphrodisiac—ah! It’s fine, right?”


  Her father laughed heartily, his face flushing as he thrust his hips. Eileen stood transfixed, unable to look away.


  The disgust of it all was enough to make her vomit. There was nothing left to say, only the image of her mother’s face running through her mind.


  Her cries about her father smelling of other women’s perfume, not embracing her in their marriage bed, not knowing where he spread his seed… Eileen’s ears felt clogged with the remnants of her mother’s anger.


  Then strong arms reached out from behind. Cesare’s leather-gloved hand slowly brushed over Eileen’s fingers, and she gripped the cloth as tightly as she could. The red cloth fell to cover his father.


  “Eileen.”


  “…”


  Eileen could not answer, only try to calm her breathing. Cesare turned Eileen around in a tight embrace.


  In his hug, Eileen remained silent, trembling. Her hands shook as she clung to his clothes.


  Cesare held Eileen with one arm and let out a short sigh. Then, masterfully, he tore off the red curtain in front of them, picked up the water jug from the nearby table, and poured the liquid on the Baron’s head.


  “Ugh!”


  Her father floundered like a fish in shallow water. The other woman screamed, hastily freed herself, and fled to the other side. Sensing the abrupt change in the atmosphere, others engaged in intimacy discreetly took their business elsewhere.


  “What the hell?!”


  Her father, who was about to swear, froze as soon as he saw the duo.


  “Who would’ve thought that you had the balls to sell your daughter while f*cking around, Baron Elrod.”


  Foul words spilled from his smooth voice and noble demeanour. It took a moment for both her father and Eileen to realise that Cesare had just cursed.


  Her father quickly dropped to his knees. Cesare looked down at the vulnerable, n*ked, middle-aged man, trembling, his head kissing the floor.


  As Cesare’s gaze narrowed, Eileen hurriedly grabbed his arm. Cesare raised an eyebrow before settling on nudging the head of the prostrated figure with his shoe.


  Tap, tap. Reminiscent of a child toying with an insect, he tapped repeatedly while delivering his words in a menacing tone.


  “Behave yourself, will you? I’ve been acting quite impulsive lately. Might even accidentally cut your throat.”


  A stifled cry broke from her father. He couldn’t cry out loud for fear that Cesare would indeed cut off his head. So whimpers were all he had left.


  “This is your last warning, Baron Elrod.”


  Cesare paid no heed to the response and simply turned away. After all, her father would unquestionably obey Cesare’s commands.


  Eileen squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out her father’s sobs. Nestling her face into Cesare’s broad chest, she inhaled and exhaled silently.


  With her eyes closed, Eileen followed Cesare’s lead, feeling the door open and then close. Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind, unbearably and deafeningly loud.


  The click of the door closing echoed. Cesare tried to guide Eileen to the soft sofa, but she refused to let go. Her hands, still trembling, clung desperately to Cesare.


  Cesare thus did the only reasonable thing and sat them both together, her still in his arms.


  “I’m sorry.”


  An apology fell from her dry lips. Her words were filled with belated regret and flowed out in vain.


  “Your Excellency… I keep going against what you always say. Why do I—I should’ve just listened to what you said.”


  She thought she could confront her father with confidence. Eileen expected to stumble upon a gambling scene, not the early stages of what might as well be an o*gy!


  Knowing that her father was having an affair was one thing, but seeing the act unfold before her eyes left her feeling numb. Unable to vent her anger, she could only find comfort in Cesare’s embrace. Eileen clung to him even tighter, whispering her apologies.


  “I’m so sorry…”


  Cesare remained silent, offering only his comforting presence. In his embrace, Eileen found solace and a quiet peace.


  Gradually, her mother’s voice faded from her ears.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The platinum watch chain dangled between his fingers. Cesare stroked the plain and dull pocket watch as if it were more precious than anything else in the world.


  “Your Grace, Baron Elrod has returned home,” Lotan said, glancing at the sleeping Eileen on Cesare’s lap before speaking.


  “And Marlena requests an audience with Your Grace.”


  “I am indisposed at the moment.” 


  Cesare smiled contentedly as he stroked Eileen’s hair.


  “As you can see, I’m being held prisoner.”


  Lotan did indeed see, then bowed his head. Just as he had spoken out against the idea of Cesare marrying Eileen, he spoke honestly again.


  “My lord, you have gone too far.”


  “I wanted to go further, but I stopped myself.”


  Before Baron Elrod had even broached the subject of selling Eileen, Cesare had known everything.


  Who the foreign nobleman was, how much he would pay, and when he would come for Eileen.


  Cesare could have prevented the meeting between the old man and Eileen, but he chose not to interfere.


  He left her alone until she was in dire straits.


  Cesare wanted Eileen to decide to marry him.


  ***




  Chapter 19


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  An Eileen who was about to be sold by her father and whisked off to a foreign country would naturally come to Cesare for help.


  Cesare’s original plan was not to meet her at his estate but to intervene three days later, when the old swine would come to take Eileen away.


  “Seeing your face always makes me feel weak.”


  Cesare played with his pocket watch in one hand and twisted Eileen’s hair with the other. Lotan sighed as he watched those brown locks being played with left and right.


  “Wouldn’t it have been better if you hadn’t even allowed her to see Baron Elrod if you were feeling  ‘so weak’?”


  “Now that wouldn’t do. I can’t deny my bride’s wishes, can I?”


  Though he replied calmly, Lotan knew very well what kind of man his master was. He could’ve been more tactful, but he deliberately showed Eileen that disgusting sight to further alienate her from her father.


  Regardless of who they were, Eileen simply could not let go of her blood family. The late Baroness was also not of sound mind. She was a fragile woman, mentally unstable, and abused her only child for a long time. For better or worse, Eileen loved her mother with all her heart.


  Lotan admired Eileen’s purity, but it always made him feel conflicted when he saw her hurt. His desire to protect the girl clashed with the thought that she should be a little more ruthless.


  Those feelings intensified whenever he saw her getting caught up in things that were beyond her understanding. 


  And yet, for all his reluctance, deep down he also wanted the girl to become the next Grand Duchess. So he stopped complaining and moved on to another topic.


  “What are you going to do with Marlena? I don’t think she’ll back down so easily.


  When the lab closed, Eileen asked the innkeeper to take care of her customers. She assured them that the inn would still sell the medicine, so there was no need to worry, even though the door was temporarily closed.


  One thing Eileen failed to realise was that her clients loved her. So when she suddenly closed the clinic and disappeared, everyone scrambled to find out what had happened to her, fearing the worst.


  Her clients had no idea that Eileen was the daughter of the infamous Baron Elrod and a favourite of Duke Erzhet. They only knew her as a clever but poor apothecary with an eccentric love of plants.


  When Eileen suddenly disappeared, Marlena was the first to launch an investigation. She knew that the girl was a talent in the making, but she couldn’t have foreseen that she would be going up against Cesare.


  Once she carried a nobleman’s child, was forced to abort it, and then was banished from Fiore Street. It was Cesare who reached out to her, offering her a chance for revenge and helping her get back on her feet.


  With Cesare’s help, Marlena made a glorious comeback. In return, she became the Duke’s eyes and ears.


  “Just let her meet Eileen. Marlena is useful in so many ways.”


  Lotan was surprised at Cesare’s gentle permission. Perhaps sensing his confusion, Cesare continued with her brief explanation.


  “After all, isn’t Eileen going to make her social debut soon?”


  Being the most famous dancer in Fiore, her influence was such that it stepped out of the shadows, and reached the capital’s social circle.


  Marlena was often invited to noble balls, where she was treated as an honoured guest. When Eileen arrives on the scene, she will serve as his little bride’s trump card.


  “I’ll let Marlena know that she has your permission to meet young Miss.”


  Marlena would be satisfied with this. Lotan felt relieved, considering it fortunate that things were finally going in a positive direction.


  The fumes that Eileen had inhaled today was no stranger to Fiore’s patrons. But to her, who had no tolerance, it was a potent dr*g.


  Lotan suspected Cesare intentionally let her inhale the smoke. Then he stopped, thinking he was belittling his master too much.


  “Oh, I almost forgot…”


  Cesare ordered leisurely. 


  “Have them announce my marriage in tomorrow’s papers.”


  That meant declaring it to the entire empire so that Eileen couldn’t change her mind.


  Whether she liked it or not, from tomorrow onward, Eileen would become a storm that swept throughout the Trion Empire.


  “Yes, Your Excellency.”


  What could Lotan do if it was the will of his master? He could only obediently follow. He hoped that Eileen would not suffer too much.


  


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Was it because she was nervous or because she was so tired? Regardless, Eileen managed to unintentionally fall asleep in Cesare’s arms.


  Thinking about it, too much had happened in one day. She was even about to collapse from exhaustion from the preparations at the Grand Duke’s residence.


  When she opened her eyes, she found herself in a bedroom on the second floor of a brick house. Eileen breathed a sigh of relief as she felt the comfort of her familiar surroundings. Cesare seemed to have brought her home while she was asleep.


  Eileen opened her eyes, still wrapped in the blanket, and looked up at the ceiling.


  Despite the blur, she remembered Cesare gently laying her down as she dozed off. She must have fallen asleep with her head in his lap.


  ‘It was something I did when I was a kid…’


  But to think she used him as a pillow… What shameful behaviour! Pulling the covers over her face, she buried herself in them.


  ‘This is why I’m still treated like a child.’


  Still, when she awoke from her deep slumber, her mind became clear. Eileen reflected much on yesterday’s events.


  Even though she saw her father being intimate with another woman… The result was better than she had expected. It seemed that she had been shocked enough to the core to be able to let it all go.


  Eileen calmly recounted the events of the previous day. Everything was separated into segments, far and wide in between. One recollection remained clear as day.


  ““Who would’ve thought that you had the balls to sell your daughter while f*cking around, Baron Elrod.”


  That vulgar remark made quite an impression on her. Who would’ve thought that his Grace had such a mouth on him.


  Then again, Cesare was a soldier. He must’ve spouted many obscenities in the head of battle.


  Except for Senon, all of Cesare’s knights had foul mouths. Diego and Michele were no exception, and even Lotan sometimes cursed. Of course, they tried not to show it in front of a noble lady like Eileen.


  In the utmost secrecy of her room, Eileen imitated Cesare in a whisper.


  “F*ck…”


  Then she quickly covered her mouth and looked about. It wasn’t the same. When it came out of Cesare’s mouth, even that word sounded so refined. 


  Eileen got up from her bed and put her hand to her lips as if to scold her for saying something bad. She went downstairs and found her father’s bedroom door closed. It looked like he had finally come home.


  ‘Is he still sleeping?’


  Both Eileen and her father needed time to process the events of yesterday. With one final look at his door, Eileen let out a small sigh and headed towards the kitchen.


  “…?”


  She turned to the window, thinking she heard a commotion outside. With the curtains drawn, she couldn’t check, and she didn’t have the energy for another surprise. So she let it go.


  First she drank some water to soothe her dry throat. Afterwards, she took some bread from the cupboard and cut a large slice. Then she realised that she had nothing else to serve for breakfast, as she had been too busy to go shopping the last few days.


  Not wanting to starve, she took a bite of bread and chewed slowly. Then she covered her face with glasses and bangs, ready to go shopping.


  As she opened the door with a large basket in hand…


  Eileen froze, clutching the door.


  “She’s finally out! Lady Elrod! Lady Elrod!”


  “Lady  Eileen! Look here!”


  “Please tell us your thoughts on your marriage to His Excellency, Grand Duke Erzet!”


  “Is it true that you threatened to commit su*cide if the Duke didn’t marry you?”


  “Hey, don’t push me!”


  “Move it! I was here first!”


  As if waiting for the door to open, the crowd began to shout like mad. They swarmed in like bees, asking questions. But they couldn’t lay a finger on Eileen.


  The whole brick house was surrounded by the Grand Duke’s soldiers. Soldiers armed with rifles mercilessly shoved away reporters and bystanders who approached beyond a certain line.


  ‘What on earth is going on?’


  Even seeing it with her own eyes, Eileen couldn’t believe it. Hesitating, she stepped back, and the reporters grew more agitated, even attempting to push past the soldiers.


  Bang!


  A gunshot cracked through the air like thunder. The frenzied crowd, like demons unleashed, fell silent as if banished by an exorcism.  Amidst the quiet, a low voice cut through the tension.


  “Will all of you shut the f*ck up already?”


  Michele, who fired the gun, raised an eyebrow and continued.


  “Our lady seems very surprised.”


  ***




  Chapter 20


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen was most surprised by the sound of Michele’s gunshot. She instinctively pressed her hands against her chest as the sudden noise sent her heart racing wildly.


  Michele blew out the muzzle of the smoking gun and glanced triumphantly at Eileen, her eyes seeking praise. Unfortunately for her, Eileen, completely shaken, could only grasp the door handle, her wits scattered.


  “Eileen!”


  In the midst of the crowd, a woman hurried forward, her shawl slipping off to reveal a cascade of gorgeous blonde hair, shimmering like gold dust in the sunlight.


  “Le-Lena?”


  Eileen stammered in surprise and called out her pseudonym. She also watched in awe as Marlena effortlessly dealt with the soldiers blocking her path with her delicate hands.


  “I have the approval of His Excellency the Grand Duke to pass! I’m also an acquaintance of Eileen’s!”


  Eileen hurried over to Michele, who was standing in the garden.


  “Madam Michele! She’s someone I know. Please let her in.”


  “Of course, I’ll allow her entry. Is there anything else you require?”


  Michele’s smile remained unchanged, as if unaffected by the chaos. This calm demeanour left Eileen even more bewildered, wondering how Michele could act as though nothing had happened.


  “The groceries… I was going to go get–”


  “Alright! Let’s do some grocery shopping. Allow me to take that then.”


  Michele exchanged the shopping bag for a handful of chocolates, placing them in Eileen’s hands.


  “I’ll take care of buying something delicious. You go in and hang out with your friend.”


  Eileen found herself gently ushered back into her house alongside Marlena.


  “…”


  With a click, the door closed behind them, enveloping the hallway in silence. After a moment, Eileen broke the silence with an awkward greeting.


  “Good morning, Lena.”


  Marlena responded tersely, “Just call me Marlena. Now you know everything.”


  “Oh, Marlena,”


  Eileen repeated it softly, offering a sympathetic smile. Marlena’s proud facade faltered, her expression on the verge of tears. It was a moving moment to witness her vulnerability juxtaposed with her typically confident demeanour. Placing her hand on Marlena’s forearm, Eileen inquired gently,


  “How did you get here? Something’s wrong, isn’t it?”


  “Of course it is. I brought it for you to see for yourself!”


  Marlena replied, holding out a newspaper to Eileen. The headline, printed in letters as large as a house, immediately caught Eileen’s attention.


  [The Grand Duke’s Marriage… The bride is Eileen Elrod?!]


  “Uh…?”


  Eileen made a bewildered sound. She had caught snippets of conversation outside earlier, something about marriage, but the voices had blended together, making it impossible for her to discern the details.


  “So it’s true?”


  Marlena asked anxiously.


  “You’re really marrying Duke Erzette, Eileen?”


  Eileen stared blankly at Marlena for a moment before responding a beat late.


  “Yes…”


  It was true.


  Yesterday, she had met with Cesare at the Grand Duke’s residence and, according to his words, agreed to the marriage.


  However, she hadn’t expected the news of their marriage to be featured in the newspaper the very next day, let alone in such a grandiose manner.


  After the recent reform movement, articles about Grand Duke Erzet flooded the newspapers daily. While La Beretta remained relatively tame, the yellow press was in a frenzy, reporting on every aspect of the Duke’s life. From his attire to his favourite perfume, even his culinary preferences were scrutinised.


  They even dedicated a special feature to Cesare’s hobby of playing the piano.


  Despite the intense scrutiny of the Grand Duke’s private life, there was a conspicuous absence of any mention of Eileen in the articles, despite the widespread knowledge of the Grand Duke’s affection for his nanny’s daughter.


  It seemed as though an invisible hand controlled the newspapers, ensuring Eileen remained unmentioned. No journalists harassed her for interviews.


  Even during recent high-profile incidents such as the ‘Lily Incident’ and the ‘Bloody Banquet’ at the Victory Ceremony, where the Grand Duke’s involvement was reported, Eileen’s connection as Cesare’s beloved remained undisclosed.


  The journalists, typically tenacious in their pursuit of stories, had refrained from approaching Eileen out of fear of the Grand Duke. But today, Cesare boldly announced her marriage to the Empire, revealing Eileen’s existence to the world.


  As Eileen read the word ‘marriage’ over and over in the newspaper, the gravity of her situation sank in. She realised she had nowhere to run. She was, in fact, bound to marry Cesare.


  She found herself in a situation where she had nowhere to run.


  She was actually going to marry Cesare.


  “Give me your hand.”


  


  Eileen, shaken from her daze, snapped to attention at the sound of an angry voice. She instinctively extended her right hand, but Marlena, visibly frustrated, demanded her left hand instead, pounding her chest for emphasis. Eileen quickly switched hands and reached out.


  Marlena tilted her head back, inspecting the fourth finger of her free left hand. She squeezed her eyes shut, suppressing her anger. However, when she opened them again and glanced at Eileen, her gaze was as fierce as that of a lioness.


  “Didn’t you get a ring?”


  “Oh, that…”


  Eileen responded meekly, feeling diminished.


  “I didn’t get one…”


  “If he is the Grand Duke, he can buy as many rings as he wants!”


  She was furious, asking why Eileen couldn’t even get a proposal ring from the Grand Duke, who could easily have given her a diamond ring big enough to spin on her ten fingers.


  Eileen calmed Marlena by glancing sideways into the bedroom, where her father would be.


  “Marlena, could you please lower your voice?”


  “Ah, my apologies. I forgot about the reporters outside.” 


  Though the voices of the reporters didn’t reach them in the garden, Eileen chose not to correct the misunderstanding out of concern for her father’s reputation.


  “Eileen. No, Lady Elrod,” Marlena addressed her formally, prompting Eileen to wave her hand dismissively.


  “It’s fine, just call me by my name,” Eileen insisted.


  “…I didn’t realise you were of noble birth. And I certainly didn’t expect you to be someone the Duke held in such high regard.”


  “I didn’t know Marlena was a dancer either.”


  Marlena chuckled softly, a sound akin to a sigh, and Eileen couldn’t help but join in.


  Among Eileen’s clientele, Marlena held a special place.


  During her first visit to Eileen’s laboratory, Marlena was suffering from complications from an abortion. Despite her condition, she lightly joked about her continuous bleeding, displaying a unique blend of humour and resilience.


  “I’ve heard of your talent. Do you have a potion that can make dying a pretty sight without pain? I’ll pay whatever you ask.”


  Marlena had said, tossing a hefty purse of gold coins onto the table, the coins seemingly endless as they spilled out.


  Eileen glanced at the gold coins briefly, taking only one before silently rearranging the purse and returning it to Marlena. With a casual demeanour, she asked, 


  “Do you like hot chocolate? Because that’s all I have to drink.”


  Quickly preparing a cup of hot chocolate, Eileen handed it to Marlena, who looked at her with bewildered eyes. Yet, she found solace in the warmth emanating from Eileen’s hand and the sweet scent wafting from the cup, prompting her to take a sip.


  “I’ll create the medicine you desire. But it will take time.”


  “How long?”


  “Hmm… About a month. But you have to come here every three or four days to get tested.”


  Eileen elaborated on the time and effort required to craft a potion tailored precisely to Marlena’s needs. Then, as she collected the empty hot chocolate cup, she offered a reminder.


  “And remember to seek proper medical care from a doctor,”


  Eileen emphasised. She explained the necessity of maintaining good health to ensure a graceful end, a notion Marlena found herself surprisingly inclined to believe. Reflecting on it later, the idea seemed absurd, but in that vulnerable moment, her mind was swayed by Eileen’s conviction.


  


  Marlena diligently followed Eileen’s advice, ensuring her health with regular visits to a doctor and weekly trips to Eileen’s laboratory. On each visit, Eileen would briefly assess her condition before offering delicious snacks.


  Impressed by the treats, Marlena decided to reciprocate, bringing an array of delectable sweets to share on her next visit. From cakes and cookies from renowned island bakeries to exotic fruit-flavoured candies imported from abroad, she spared no expense in selecting the finest desserts.


  Eileen’s delight at each new treat was evident, her reactions were reminiscent of a child’s joy. Marlena couldn’t help but find it endearing. However, she couldn’t shake the suspicion that, despite Eileen’s modest profession, she seemed oddly unfazed by the lavish snacks.


  The thought crossed Marlena’s mind: was Eileen accustomed to such indulgences? It left her pondering the true extent of Eileen’s lifestyle outside of the laboratory.


  ‘Are you using all the money you make to buy snacks?’


  

***




  Chapter 21


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Marlena had gone to great lengths to surprise Eileen, even seeking advice and buying snacks.


  But despite her best efforts, every attempt to surprise her friend had failed, causing Marlena to lose her temper.


  “For heaven’s sake! Just what kind of desserts have you not tried?!”


  Eileen, while still eating her fruit pudding, widened her eyes at her anger. 


  “Oh, that… Someone I know often gives me gifts like these.”


  ‘They’ appeared to be quite affluent. Given her reputation as a talented pharmacist, it wouldn’t be surprising if Eileen had at least one wealthy customer.


  Marlena snorted as she ate her fruit pudding. Then, a sudden realisation struck her.


  “…”


  A month had already passed.


  Slowly setting down her spoon, Marlena glanced at Eileen. Eileen smiled innocently and remarked,


  “Regardless of it all, thanks to you, I’ve been enjoying myself lately.“


  Seeing her innocent expression stirred a tumult of emotions within Marlena. She rose abruptly from her seat, overwhelmed by indescribable feelings, only to sit down again.


  It wasn’t until a month later that she acknowledged her true feelings. She didn’t want to die. She wanted to live.


  “…How foolish.”


  She muttered to herself and hastily stuffed the pudding into her mouth, then grabbed Eileen’s portion and devoured it as well. Tears welled up in her eyes as she accused Eileen of deception before storming off. Yet, a few days later, she returned, bearing snacks for Eileen as an apology.


  Eileen and Marlena continued to meet occasionally, sharing desserts and conversation. Since they avoided discussing personal histories, they found it easier to connect.


  Then, one day, Marlena had an epiphany. She wanted to give Eileen a makeover, starting with trimming her bangs and upgrading her glasses.


  “Just stay still.”


  Marlena removed Eileen’s glasses and attempted to trim her bangs with scissors. However, as Marlena made her first cut, Eileen began trembling.


  “Oh, no. Lena…”


  Feeling pity at her trembling, Marlena reluctantly set down the scissors and pinned up Eileen’s bangs with a hairpin.


  “Eileen, promise me you’ll never reveal your face again. Okay?”


  Marlena had never witnessed such exquisite beauty before. It was akin to the visage of a woodland nymph, captivating. Yet, she couldn’t find joy in it. 


  Cold sweat trickled down her spine at the thought. For a woman without wealth or influence, Eileen’s beauty would be more of a curse than a blessing.


  Marlena once bore the brunt of this type of curse as well. She urged Eileen to never, under any circumstances, reveal her face.


  Eileen was oblivious to her own allure, that much was evident. Perhaps a life dedicated to nurturing cherished plants was far preferable, Marlena thought.


  Eileen obediently followed Marlena’s instructions for a while. It proved to be a blessing, until a few days ago, when Marlena saw Eileen at the tavern on Fiore Street, her face fully exposed.


  Upon spotting Grand Duke Erzet seated next to Eileen, Marlena immediately sensed trouble brewing. If Eileen had granted Marlena a second chance at life, Erzet had presented Marlena with an opportunity for revenge.


  As Marlena toiled under Cesare’s employ, she learned first-hand just how formidable he could be.


  To imagine Eileen entangled with such a man…


  How could an ordinary pharmacist become entwined with the Grand Duke? It was evident that her beauty had been discovered and exploited. She must have fallen prey to Cesare’s ostentatious charms and been ensnared.


  Throughout the performance, Marlena couldn’t shake the thought of Eileen potentially ending up working in the bar. Once the show concluded, she hurried to seek out Cesare. Yet, a mere dancer had no easy access to the Grand Duke.


  Marlena steeled herself for the worst. If Cesare refused to see her, she would resort to threats of exposure.


  Fortunately, Cesare proved magnanimous and granted her an audience. He instructed his subordinate to admit her and even handed him some newspaper. It had an article detailing the marriage of Eileen and the Grand Duke.


  “…That’s why you came.”


  After hearing Marlena’s story, Eileen nodded, feeling a little dazed. She had never imagined that Marlena would work for Cesare, but after hearing everything, she had a bright idea.


  ‘I guess he figured me out.’


  She informed Cesare that she had no acquaintance named Marlena and that her visit was unexpected. Anxious at his potential reaction, Eileen struggled to maintain her façade, inwardly groaning at digging her own grave with her falsehoods.


  “Eileen,” Marlena interjected, her gaze piercing. “Tell me the truth. How did this happen? Did he coerce you?”


  Eileen was silent.


  Biting her plump lips with determination, Marlena locked eyes with Eileen.


  “I’ll assist you in any way I can.”


  Yet both women understood the futility of Marlena’s offer. In the Traon Empire, no one dared oppose Cesare.


  While some nobles in the council resisted Cesare, their efforts were hampered by the approval of the Arch of Triumph and the Bloody Banquet incident, significantly diminishing their momentum.


  There was no aid forthcoming for Eileen. It was an impossible feat.


  Moreover, Eileen had already pledged herself to Cesare as his wife, the Grand Duchess.


  “His Excellency saved my life. I broke the law and he saved me from the consequences and my father’s debt… In turn, his Excellency happened to be in need of a Grand Duchess, so he offered me the position.”


  Despite her shame, Eileen spoke openly about the situation, her voice tinged with a shy smile.


  “I decided to become a Grand Duchess on my own.”


  Marlena remained unconvinced. Instead of allaying her doubts, Eileen’s explanation only fuelled Marlena’s anger.


  ‘I’ve never known anyone as innocent as Eileen.’


  Marlena’s breath grew heavy, her meticulously groomed eyelashes quivering violently.


  “Do you truly believe that was entirely your own decision? No, it was merely the outcome dictated by his will.”


  Fear was unmistakable in her piercing blue eyes.


  “I’ve witnessed how he deals with his political adversaries. He may be concealing his true nature from you, Eileen, but…”


  Terror clouded her gaze. “He lacks human empathy,” Marlena stated, her voice tinged with sorrow.


  Eileen couldn’t help but laugh weakly in response. “I know.”


  “Then why?!” Marlena pressed.


  “It’s simple. I love him.”


  Marlena felt a sharp pang in her heart, finally revealing the foolish feelings she had harboured in secret for so long.


  “Even though I know everything… I still love him.”


  Eileen looked down, unable to meet Marlena’s gaze. Fidgeting with her fingertips, she murmured, “If I don’t become the Duchess, I’ll have to leave the country due to my circumstances. And I don’t want that, so I chose to marry him.”


  Marlena was silent for a long time, trying to speak several times before she let out a bitter laugh. “What can I do? Emotions don’t always obey your will. Eileen has always been more about appearances than personality”.


  Gently cupping Eileen’s cheeks with her hands, Marlena gazed at her somberly. “I know you’ll become unhappy, yet he’s forcing you into this…  He seems cruel.”


  Would Eileen become unhappy? It seemed likely. An unwanted marriage, an unsuitable partner. A being as high as the sun in the sky and herself that was no more than a weed on the wall.


  If Eileen became the Grand Duchess, she would have to navigate social circles and political disputes, yet she knew little of either.


  But even with all these hardships combined, it paled in comparison to the agony of being apart from Cesare.


  “If you change your mind, tell me. I think I can try something, at least once,” Marlena offered.


  Eileen nodded quietly as Marlena softened her expression and embraced her. They held each other for a while, drawing warmth from the connection, until a knock sounded at the door.


  “I’ve brought the groceries,” Michele announced.


  Slowly releasing her hold, Marlena squeezed Eileen’s hand one last time.


  ***




  Chapter 22


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Leone, walking down the corridor, smiled softly. The sound of a piano could be heard from far away.


  There was only one person in the Empire who could play the piano in the palace where the Emperor lived. 


  The closer he got, the clearer the piano notes became. The performer was playing a difficult song that required extreme mastery.


  Although it was a difficult song, with tremolo, arpeggio chords, and jumps between keys, the performance was flawless. Even if he were to perform in the city right now, he would receive a standing ovation. Unfortunately, the artist was not interested in such things.


  Leone entered the room where the piano stood and looked at the performer with a happy smile.


  His younger brother looked beautiful as he played the black grand piano in front of the tall floor-to-ceiling windows. With hair blacker than ebony, the sight of his long fingers pressing the ivory keys was a work of art in itself.


  Despite the bright sunlight, his younger brother’s performance resembled endless darkness. It was a wonder that he could play pieces that were in major so well. Leone watched his performance while swallowing a little regret.


  When the last key was touched and the performance had ended, Leone applauded enthusiastically.


  The performer turned his head and looked at Leone. The younger brother, whose eyes were as red as blood, smiled faintly. 


  “Cesare, your skills have improved,” Leone said as he approached him.


  His younger brother got up from his chair and closed the piano lid. Leone, who secretly wanted to hear one more song, looked at his younger brother, unable to hide his regret.


  A person who could play better than most pianists in the capital, even though he had no interest in solo concerts, was Cesare, the Emperor’s only brother.


  Leone glanced up at his brother, who towered over him. While Leone himself was taller than the average adult male, his younger brother surpassed even that height, requiring him to crane his neck when they stood side by side.


  Dressed in the uniform of a general, Cesare exuded a certain charm that endeared him to people’s hearts. It wasn’t solely due to his royal lineage. Rather, it seemed to be a consensus among everyone in the capital.


  His physique, sculpted like a master craftsman’s sword, complemented the deep blue uniform flawlessly. It was no wonder that Cesare’s triumphant procession left many hearts aflutter.


  Leone chuckled and lightly tapped Cesare’s forearm.


  “Perhaps I should join you with the violin. My hands have been feeling quite still lately.”


  His brother had taken up musical instruments from a young age. Initially, they both learned to play the violin and piano, but as they grew older, each focused on mastering one instrument.


  The reason for Leone’s proficiency in the violin and Cesare’s expertise in the piano was straightforward: Cesare’s hands were larger.


  As Cesare matured, his fingers lengthened, enabling him to comfortably reach the twelfth octave. Whenever Leone watched his brother play the piano, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride in having suggested the instrument to him.


  Leaving the piano room behind, the brothers made their way to the reception hall. Reserved for the Emperor’s private guests, it was slightly smaller than the official reception hall but exuded a cosy ambiance with its view of the courtyard.


  As Leone playfully dropped sugar cubes into his black tea, he interjected a blend of jokes and earnest remarks.


  “Your playing has gained depth. Is it because you’re in love?”


  “That’s it.”


  Cesare replied with just two words, taking a sip of his brandy-infused tea before falling silent.


  “Uh… Forget it,” Leone muttered, sensing Cesare’s reticence.


  Even as news of the impending marriage spread, Cesare remained tight-lipped. Leone felt a twinge of discomfort, but he knew his brother well enough not to press the matter and simply focused on his tea.


  Cesare chuckled softly at his brother’s reaction, and Leone returned the smile.


  Among the numerous offspring of the late emperor, Leone and Cesare were the only biological siblings. While the late emperor never had two children from the same woman, Leone and Cesare were unique as fraternal twins, differing greatly in both physique and appearance.


  Leone vividly recalled the day when tragedy struck.


  Upon learning of his kidnapped child, Cesare, who was then on the battlefield, immediately abandoned his post and returned to the empire. Although the child was eventually rescued, Cesare faced the Emperor’s wrath for his impetuous act of desertion, enduring a personal punishment of lashes.


  Leone wept as he approached Cesare with ointment, but his younger brother was already being tended to by his loyal knights.


  The four knights accompanying Cesare remained stoic, treating his injuries as though they were inconsequential.


  With his upper body swathed in bandages, the nineteen-year-old Cesare maintained his usual indifferent demeanor as he spoke.


  “You should become emperor.”


  “What…?”


  “Not I, my brother.”


  Leone thought he had heard wrong. However, Cesare continued speaking calmly, wiping the blood flowing from his torn lip with the back of his hand.


  “Five years from now, brother.”


  Cesare turned that empty declaration into reality, effectively placing Leone on the throne. However, as a brother who rose from humble beginnings without any established power base, his journey didn’t end with his ascent to power.


  Following the conclusion of the throne battle, the vanquished members of the royal family sought refuge in the Kalpen Kingdom. Cesare’s mother, a former princess of Kalpen, sought sanctuary for herself and her son, appealing for assistance. In response, Kalpen declared war against the empire, prompting Cesare to embark on a campaign.


  Despite dire predictions of their demise, Cesare remained undeterred. The civil war had left Traon significantly weakened, while Kalpen boasted a formidable army. Even Leone attempted to dissuade Cesare, offering negotiations in exchange for concessions of empire territory.


  However, Cesare remained resolute and took to the battlefield, emerging victorious in the face of adversity.


  ‘I was a little surprised to see King Kalpen’s head cut off, but…’


  The king planned to have Cesare’s beloved child executed by accusing her of manufacturing dr*gs through a spy that was planted in the empire.


  Cesare, however, intervened before Leone could react appropriately, resulting in his eventual defeat and execution. It was only after his demise that the King’s scheme involving Eileen was unveiled. Yet, what astonished many was how Cesare had discerned and condemned the King’s actions.


  ‘It’s quite strange these days.’


  Leone remarked, gazing at his brother with a puzzled expression. Cesare’s sudden insistence on a triumphal arch was out of character; he had never sought external validation for his accomplishments, even relinquishing the throne to his elder brother without hesitation.


  His younger brother ran wild and showed off. Thanks to this, the anti-imperial faction was completely discouraged.


  ‘The same goes for his decision to marry Eileen Elrod.’


  There had been times when he had subtly asked Cesare if marrying her would be a good idea, given how much he cherished and adored her. Even if there were no romantic feelings, it would be better than a politically strategic marriage. At the time, his brother had given a clear reason for not marrying.


  “You once said being with her would make her unhappy. Yet, now you’ve chosen to marry Eileen Elrod, after all.”


  He had promised to let her enjoy simple pleasures like playing with flowers and blades of grass, yet upon his return to the empire, he publicly proclaimed Eileen Elrod as his future wife to the entire realm.


  It was perplexing, especially since Leone knew Cesare regarded Eileen as nothing more than a beloved child.


  As Leone patiently awaited Cesare’s explanation, his younger brother’s lips curved into a smile.


  “After pondering it for about seven years, I’ve had a change of heart,” Cesare declared.


  “That’s another confounding statement,” Leone responded, puzzled by Cesare’s sudden shift in perspective.


  Cesare’s tendency to utter seemingly nonsensical remarks was a departure from his usual straightforwardness. Having spent extensive time on the battlefield, Cesare typically favoured clear, intuitive communication over abstract concepts or social banter.


  But lately, he seemed prone to making cryptic statements, leaving Leone to wonder what had prompted this change in his brother. Perhaps Eileen Elrod was somehow involved.


  “You plan to bring Lady Elrod to the palace soon. I should greet her before the wedding,” Leone remarked.


  “That’s fine,” Cesare replied casually, reaching for the amaretto accompanying his tea and inspecting it.


  Then, out of the blue, he dropped a bombshell.


  “We’ll deal with the Speaker of the Senate first. After the wedding.”


  “…Hmm. That won’t be easy,” Leone acknowledged.


  Amidst the turmoil within the Imperial family, the nobles in parliament had risen to power. Despite the establishment of Imperial authority, they remained entrenched in the past, ever eager to assert their influence. The Senate President, in particular, was a pivotal figure in the anti-imperial faction.


  “I’ll orchestrate a scandal soon, and I’ll need your help,” Cesare stated lazily, adopting a tone suited for afternoon tea.


  “Do you have a plan? The old man is exceptionally cunning,” Leone inquired.


  Cesare’s response was matter-of-fact. “The Speaker of the Senate is bound to stir up trouble soon, and I intend to use it as bait.”


  It sounded as if he had foreseen events unfolding. Without much thought, Leone asked, “Are you alright?”


  The intuition of being twins hinted at something amiss. Cesare’s willingness to trust uncertain matters and forge ahead with his plans was uncharacteristic. But Cesare’s response was sharp and clear.


  “No.”


  As Cesare nonchalantly licked his fingers, smeared with amaretto crumbs, he chuckled.


  “Brother, I fear I might be losing my mind.”


  It was rare for Cesare to delve into personal matters. His uncharacteristically candid admission left Leone stunned.


  “I’m doing my best to maintain a semblance of normalcy, but it’s proving challenging. I can’t shake off thoughts like, who were the ones throwing stones at my child? And who were the ones dismembering bodies?” Cesare’s voice remained calm and composed, but it sent shivers down Leone’s spine.


  “So, I’m expediting the wedding. Otherwise…”


  His gaze turned sinister, a wicked grin spreading across his lips. The crimson hue of his eyes flickered ominously, as if they were on the brink of unleashing untold horrors.


  “I might just end up decimating half the Traon Empire’s population.”


  ***




  Chapter 23


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Exhausted from a long day, Eileen found herself restless after Marlena’s departure.


  As the people gathered outside scattered following Michele’s second gunshot, she, still clutching a few unripe oranges she had shot off the trees, grinned.


  “From now on, if anyone comes here, they’ll think twice about it, knowing they might get shot.”


  After dispersing the soldiers, Michele had dinner with Eileen, not forgetting to complicate Eileen’s thoughts.


  “But, Madame, when will the Grand Duchess arrive at the palace?”


  “Well… I’m not the Grand Duchess….”


  “Well, good is good, isn’t it? I’ll practice in advance. Madame, Madame.”


  After dinner, drawing on his experience as a former palace servant, Michele swiftly tidied the house and departed.


  Left alone in the sparkling house, Eileen sank onto the sofa for a moment. Each of the Grand Duke’s knights was valuable manpower, and squandering their time on trivial chores was truly inefficient.


  ‘That’s what His Highness hates the most.’


  Cesare considered wasting time on unnecessary tasks the height of folly. Yet, already, such inefficiencies were occurring because of him. With her confidence dwindling, Eileen shook her head.


  She rose from the sofa and made her way to her father’s bedroom. After taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door.


  “Come out. How long are you going to stay inside?”


  There was a rustle from behind the door. Creak, her father finally opened the door and emerged.


  He was truly unimpressive. The image of his fleshy, corpulent body immediately came to mind, but she pushed it away.


  “It seems the guests have left.”


  Her father attempted to act nonchalant, as if nothing had transpired between them.


  In the past, she might have accepted the olive branch her father extended. But today, she didn’t want to. Eileen confronted him head-on.


  “Why did you do that?”


  Her father’s eyebrows twitched. Unable to conceal his discomfort from his bold daughter, he burst out angrily.


  “I never intended to sell you off!”


  Eileen flinched back. Then she steadied herself, planting her feet firmly. Even in this situation, her father remained defiant.


  “I just wanted to solve the urgent matter a bit. Of course, I expected His Highness to assist you, so it was a calculated action. Ultimately, isn’t everything going splendidly now?”


  Ahem, her father coughed lightly and gave Eileen a disdainful look.


  “Because you will become the Grand Duchess…”


  It was already apparent from the way his eyes rolled. The inflated expectations that his daughter would enjoy immense wealth and glory as a Duchess.


  ‘This is why I didn’t want to get married.’


  A future where her father would tarnish Cesare’s name with all sorts of scandalous accusations loomed ahead. Perhaps it wouldn’t matter much to Cesare. But for Eileen, the fact that she would be a stain on him was agonizing.


  “I’ll be out for a bit. Just going to have a beer.”


  Her father grabbed his hat and coat and left. Avoiding uncomfortable topics and conversations by leaving was his way of dealing with it.


  It was always like this. Even when her mother was alive, if they had a fight, he would just shout and leave. Then Eileen had to bear her mother’s anger alone.


  ‘But he won’t gamble for a while now, right…’


  The money he got from selling her off seemed to have been almost entirely spent in that expensive-looking bar.


  Eileen, continuing her thoughts alone, slumped her shoulders in the face of the overwhelming frustration. If she continued like this, she felt like her mood would sour, so she decided to seek solace in the garden and catch some night breeze. Sitting under the orange tree, she hoped her mind would ease there.


  Wrapping the shawl around her shoulders, Eileen ventured out into the garden. Settling onto a wooden chair, she gazed down at the lawn with a sense of melancholy.


  Her marriage was real, and there was nothing wrong with that. Yet, she had no idea how to deal with her father. It was even more challenging because it wasn’t a problem that could be solved with money.


  Originally, the Baron of Elrod was wealthy, but her father squandered all their riches  with his gambling. The ideal solution would be for her father to change his ways, but that seemed nearly impossible.


  Her worries mounted until they converged on the conversation she had with Marlena earlier that day.


  “…”


  Eileen stretched out her left hand and looked at her empty fourth finger.


  She gritted her teeth, feeling the humiliation of not even having an engagement ring when the marriage was announced. Marlena had cursed the Grand Duke for his indifference, even cruelty.


  Eileen was going to get married, so she expected to receive a ring from Cesare someday. But that was not the reality now.


  ‘I can’t ask him to buy it right away.’


  Although the marriage was a transaction, the scales were heavily tilted to one side. She already owed Cesare countless debts, yet she couldn’t even bring up the ring. That would be shameless. She was right to trust Cesare and wait.


  As she thought about Cesare, another idea suddenly occurred to her. It was the smoke from the club where she had gone to find her father.


  The Empire strictly enforced drug control, but it mostly focused on opium distribution. Substances like hashish weren’t much of a concern.


  Since Cesare had taken on the task of smoking, he hadn’t mentioned much about it, so it was probably a combination of various legal substances…


  Lost in thought, Eileen suddenly spotted a flash of light in the dark garden. It was the headlights of a vehicle.


  Soldiers in uniform emerged from a familiar military vehicle.


  Normally, people might feel apprehensive when soldiers arrived. However, Eileen, who was more familiar with soldiers than anyone else, rose from her chair with a smile. The soldiers greeted Eileen respectfully as they entered the garden.


  “Lady Elrod.”


  Upon hearing the greeting, Eileen hesitated for a moment, but she responded without betraying any emotion.


  “Good evening.”


  “His Excellency requests your presence.”


  “Now?”


  “Yes. We’ll escort you.”


  Eileen nodded subtly to conceal her feelings. Then, she slowly clenched her fist to hide her trembling hand.


  After her kidnapping at the age of twelve, Eileen underwent intensive training from Cesare. Among the lessons imparted was a saying:


  “I won’t send just anyone to retrieve you. I will send people whose faces you know.”


  But most of the soldiers who came to see Eileen now were unfamiliar to her. There was only one person she recognized, and he stood alone at the far back.


  He, too, had been bestowed a title. Typically, soldiers addressed her as ‘Eileen,’ but it was rare for someone to address her as Lady Elrod with proper respect.


  ‘That’s odd.’


  Becoming a Grand Duchess also meant becoming a target for Cesare’s enemies. But who would dare?


  No, now is not the time to speculate about such things. Eileen quickly shook her head.


  “Then I’ll just get dressed and come back. Please wait a moment.”


  She thought it would be better to return home first. As Eileen turned to leave, she was abruptly halted.


  “Wait a moment.”


  Her wrist was suddenly grasped. Startled, Eileen shook off the hand with all her might. The soldier, caught off guard and evidently not expecting resistance, released her hand.


  Eileen dashed into the house, slamming the door shut and bolting it. Outside, the soldier pounded on the door with such force it seemed it might shatter. Anxious, she stumbled, nearly falling over herself. Regaining her composure, Eileen hurriedly rose from the table and fled.


  Spotting a small gap in the backyard, Eileen saw her chance to escape.


  Clink!


  The sound of a window shattering filled her with dread. Soldiers in uniform burst into the house, their military boots thundering on the floor.


  The soldier whose face Eileen recognized was the first to leap in, seizing her by the back of her neck. Dragging her away, her back collided with the soldier’s chest. He gripped her waist with one hand and her neck with the other.


  “Huh!”


  His grip was unyielding. As pressure bore down on both carotid arteries in her neck, Eileen’s body went limp. Her hand, which had been struggling, fell slack. With oxygen cut off, consciousness slipped away. Her vision faded to black.


  ‘I need to escape…’


  In a flurry of disjointed thoughts, Eileen succumbed to unconsciousness.


  ***




  Chapter 24


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen recalled her childhood memories vividly, especially those involving Cesare. They were all happy moments for her.


  But one memory stood out among them, clear and distinct.


  “Eileen.”


  As her eyes adjusted to the sudden light, she saw Cesare standing there.


  At that moment, twelve-year-old Eileen experienced the most complex and overwhelming emotions of her short life. Unable to sort through the tumultuous thoughts in her mind, she blurted out a strange question.


  “Why did you come…?”


  Instead of a simple thank you, her response was a bewildering question. In the face of this nonsensical inquiry, Cesare slowly closed and opened his eyes.


  “That’s right.”


  He regarded Eileen as if she were an enigma. His calm red eyes shimmered with emotions unknown to young Eileen. Cesare muttered to himself, seemingly unable to comprehend.


  “Why did I come?”


  After a moment of contemplation, he silently sat down, untied Eileen’s bound hands, and enveloped her in his embrace. Eileen clung to Cesare with all her might.


  Her hands, weakened from being bound for so long, lacked strength. She grasped Cesare’s clothes with trembling fingers. Though she believed she was holding on tightly, in reality, she was merely scratching at the fabric with her nails.


  Cesare gently wrapped his hand around Eileen’s trembling one, which was slipping away. Comforting her trembling hand, he nonchalantly spoke.


  “Let’s go back.”


  She had heard that the Crown Prince had gone to war. How had he managed to come all the way here? Neither her parents nor the police had been able to find her, so how had he succeeded? It made her wonder how significant she was to him, for him to journey so far to find her.


  She had many questions she wanted to ask, but she couldn’t bring herself to voice any of them. She blacked out for a moment, and when she came to her senses, she found herself back at home.


  She had heard that Cesare had been admitted to the palace and then returned to the battlefield. She worried if it was safe for him to wander around during the war, but he didn’t offer any explanation even when she asked the soldiers.


  With unanswered questions lingering in her mind, Eileen recorded the day’s events  in her diary, accompanied by detailed drawings. She depicted the image of the Crown Prince, who was like a starlight illuminating the darkness.


  “Crown Prince…”


  Eileen murmured as she woke up with a groan. But everything around her was blurry. She blinked several times to clear her vision.


  Gradually, she began to make out her surroundings. It was an old house, likely unused for a long time. Furniture was draped with white cloth, and dust coated the floor. Only moonlight filtering through the window and a small oil lamp placed far away provided illumination.


  Eileen placed her hand on her forehead, feeling mild dizziness.She had learned from the medical books that compression of the carotid artery could cause fainting, but she couldn’t believe she had experienced it herself.


  As she touched her forehead, she realised something was missing from her face. Her glasses were gone. They must have fallen somewhere when she was brought here. It felt like the shield that had been hiding her had disappeared.


  Her chest tightened with tension and fear. Then, amidst the noisy chatter, the door opened, and nearly a dozen men entered the small house.


  “Are you awake?”


  The man who seemed to be their leader smiled at Eileen. With a frivolous demeanour, he approached her arrogantly. Eileen sat on the floor, looked up at him, and spoke.


  “…I don’t know what you want.”


  She tried to speak clearly, without stuttering, pronouncing each word distinctly.


  “You must know, don’t you? His Majesty is a rational man. No matter how much of a Grand Duchess I may become, he won’t negotiate at the cost of unreasonable loss. He would rather accept another woman as his wife than suffer such a loss.”


  Eileen asserted her value to Cesare’s clear enemy.


  “I am a worthless hostage.”


  The man sniffed and cleared his nose, standing with one leg crooked.


  “I thought so too, but I guess not?”


  He muttered something incomprehensible.


  “They said the reason Cesare defected was because of you.”


  Defected?


  Eileen’s eyes widened at the unfamiliar word, but the man didn’t bother to explain further. He continued speaking, sniffling throughout.


  “To be honest, I don’t want anything. I just want to cause chaos.”


  He squatted down, spitting thick saliva on the floor.


  “My life was ruined because of him, so he should lose something too for it to be fair.”


  His eyes, brimming with malice, were consumed by abnormal madness.


  “If, Eileen?”


  Eileen thought of Cesare and the lessons imparted to her after her kidnapping at the age of twelve.


  “If you sense danger when caught by someone else, don’t resist; just stay still.”


  He warned against provoking her captors, as it could lead to something worse than harm, such as death or irreparable injury.


  Unlike the many threats she had endured, Cesare’s words always ended with gentle reassurance.


  “But I promise. Such a thing won’t happen.”


  “If you wait quietly, I will come and save you.”


  He urged her not to act rashly but to trust that he would arrive in time to prevent any harm. Eileen repeated Cesare’s words to herself, trembling all over.


  ‘He will definitely come.’


  ‘If I wait quietly, he will come and save me.’


  Contrary to her firm belief, her body had already been completely eroded by fear. The man pushed Eileen backwards, causing her to fall, and loosened her trousers.


  A string of curses erupted from the man as he fumbled with his belt. He eyed Eileen with a grimace


  “Damn it all,” he spat. “Cesare, the bastard, must have exquisite taste. Even this… he takes what he wants.”


  He barked an order at the others. “Get her hair out of the way. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”


  Two figures materialised at her sides, pinning her arms roughly. They hauled her upright, shoving her hair aside with a violent gesture.


  “…”


  In that moment, the interior of the old house was steeped in silence. Eileen instinctively turned her head, only to have the man’s hand firmly grip her chin.


  The man gazed at Eileen with incredulity, appearing lost in a daze, as though he had temporarily lost his sanity, and then suddenly muttered.


  “Was there a reason for this, right?”


  The movement of his hand, now caressing her chin, took on an odd shift. He stroked her cheek and traced the curve of her ear’s shell. A sly smile played across his lips.


  “Don’t cry, alright? Let’s find comfort in each other amidst these circumstances.”


  Eileen pursed her lower lip and shot a glare at the man. Just in case, although it was unlikely, even if Cesare failed to come to her rescue.


  She resolved never to say or do anything that would dishonour him. There would be no reaction that would grant them the satisfaction of humiliating the Grand Duke’s woman.


  Eileen clenched her jaw, a silent scream trapped in her throat. Just as the man let out a guttural moan, his face inches from hers, a voice sliced through the air.


  “Eileen.”


  She heard a voice, reminiscent of an auditory hallucination. Eileen summoned all her strength and called out to Cesare.


  “Your Excellency…”


  Her voice, quivering with fear, sounded as if she were a mere twelve-year-old girl. Despite its small and faint nature, it was enough.


  Bang!


  Shattering the stillness, a volley of gunfire erupted. Kidnappers crumpled like marionettes with their strings cut, one by one. The old house, once a silent sentinel, became a cacophony of terror. Shrieks pierced the air as those struck in the legs writhed on the blood-slick floor, their moans a grotesque chorus. 


  The men gripping Eileen convulsed in a horrifying dance, their hands releasing their hold like dying flies. 


  The only person who remained unscathed was the man standing right in front of Eileen.


  “F*ck!”


  He swiftly seized Eileen, using her as a shield and forcing her to step back. Shortly after, the gunfire ceased, replaced by the sound of approaching footsteps.


  With a resounding crash, the door, riddled with bullet holes, was kicked open and collapsed. A lengthy shadow from outside engulfed Eileen and the man.


  The silhouette belonged to Cesare, his figure silhouetted against the moonlight as he stood in the doorway.


  ***
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  It was a stroke of luck.


  After completing her duties guarding the brick house, Michele received an invitation from Eileen.


  Eileen had invited the knights to her home to treat them to a sumptuous dinner, with one notable absence: their superior, Cesare.


  While the knights of the Grand Duke swore unwavering loyalty to their master, they occasionally yearned for some relaxation and enjoyment.


  Diego conceived an intricate plan:


   ‘Only the Grand Duke’s knights gather at the future Grand Duchess’s house for dinner, excluding the Grand Duke and his future wife.’ 


  He felt it was time to reconnect with his comrades.


  “Eileen sent an invitation?”


  When the invitation was presented to him, Senon reacted with enthusiasm. So much so that he inadvertently crumpled the corner of the report he was meant to submit to Cesare.


  Senon was the sole noble among the Grand Duke’s knights. Possessing exceptional skills, he served as a lieutenant under Cesare.


  Senon also took charge of organizing the research data discovered in Eileen’s laboratory this time around.


  He sought advice from several legal experts regarding drug-related laws and the Grand Duke’s immunity.


  Meanwhile, Eileen tirelessly worked overtime alone, striving to ensure everything was perfect ahead of her wedding.


  But even someone as dedicated as Senon, who had been toiling tirelessly alone, couldn’t overlook such astounding news as ‘Only the Grand Duke’s knights gather at the future Grand Duchess’s house for dinner, excluding the Grand Duke and his future wife.’ 


  He had been feeling unfairly treated for not being able to attend social gatherings before. He couldn’t miss this opportunity and was determined to participate.


  “Absolutely. I’ll definitely go… Even if I have to work overtime for a week after coming back…”


  As Senon muttered to himself dejectedly, Diego played with a rabbit doll with excitement. It was stuffed with imported cotton, and its texture was amazing. Touching the soft doll made him feel healed automatically.


  Seeing Diego, a rugged guy, cuddling the rabbit doll with contentment, Senon couldn’t help but sneer at him.


  “Eileen is already twenty-one. What’s with the doll?”


  “Miss will surely like it.”


  Diego smoothly sold Senon on the idea, implying it was due to his lack of sensitivity. The fact that no one recognised his splendid gift was an additional lament.


  “Emergency!”


  At that moment, Michele burst into the study.


  “Madam’s been kidnapped!”


  At her cry, Senon dropped his documents, and Diego put down the rabbit doll, both rushing out of the study. 


  Already, soldiers were gathering on the ground floor of the Grand Duke’s residence, and Cesare was receiving a report from Lotan.


  Although they had withdrawn the soldiers guarding the brick house, they always kept security personnel in places where Eileen’s eyes couldn’t reach, just in case of any unforeseen circumstances.


  But all those personnel had been killed. During the shift change, they found dead soldiers, stripped of their uniforms, and immediately reported the kidnapping.


  “We’ve confirmed that there’s a traitor among the senior ranks of the military, and we’re currently investigating.”


  Diego, reporting the betrayal of the senior ranks, immediately singled out Cesare first.


  Unlike the soldiers who were shaken by the betrayal of their trusted superior, Cesare seemed extremely calm.


  However, his seemingly calm red eyes shimmered with a different gleam than usual. He was merely putting on a facade of composure.


  After hearing Lotan’s report, Cesare fell into a brief moment of contemplation.


  “…Things have changed. With the situation shifted, it might not be completely under control.”


  After uttering these cryptic words, Cesare immediately issued a command.


  “Go to the Senate Chairman.”


  The Senate Chairman, Marquis Menegin, was a former military commander.


  During Cesare’s days as the crown prince, the Marquis led the army as a commander. 


  He often summoned Cesare to the battlefield, sometimes even appropriating some of Cesare’s accomplishments.


  With the reputation thus earned, he ascended to the position of Senate Chairman and became a central figure in the anti-royalist faction.


  Senon quickly gestured to Lotan, who objected to Cesare’s command.


  “It’s difficult to consider Marquis Menegin as the culprit.”


  Although he was a notorious figure, the Marquis hadn’t lucked into the position of Senate Chairman. He was skilled in political maneuvering. He wouldn’t have risked not only his political life but also his actual life for a foolish act.


  “It’s not the Marquis, it’s his son-in-law.”


  “…!”


  With Cesare’s abrupt statement, the knights all came to a realization. Marquis Menegin, who had long been without children, had finally managed to have a daughter in his later years.


  He desired to pass on everything to his dearly raised daughter, but according to imperial law, he couldn’t confer titles to women. 


  Therefore, he brought in a young and talented member of the Noble House as his son-in-law to groom him as his political successor.


  Though carefully selected, the Marquis overlooked one crucial aspect. His son-in-law, Matteo, was more ambitious than the Marquis himself.


  Unsatisfied with just the Menegin name, Matteo desired both power and wealth. Thus, he secretly imported marijuana, a plant unknown in the empire.


  Leveraging the power of the Menegins made smuggling relatively easy. Matteo mixed marijuana with other herbs to create a new drug and began selling it bit by bit. 


  All the new drugs trending on the streets of Fiore were Matteo’s products.


  By twisting the trading routes in multiple ways to prevent tracing back to him, Matteo believed he had covered his tracks well. 


  However, Cesare immediately singled out Matteo as the dr*g trafficker, even without any concrete information.


  Even though he had been aware early on, Cesare had allowed Matteo to continue until he had amassed a substantial amount of money. 


  Matteo might have believed things were progressing smoothly, but his actions had actually led him into a deep trap.


  Cesare only confronted Matteo when he was completely cornered.


  It was a drug scandal that could potentially bring down even Marquis Menegin. 


  Matteo attempted to resist at the last minute, but it was already too late; he had fallen into Cesare’s clutches.


  Realizing that his life was over, Matteo completely snapped and resorted to kidnapping Eileen in an attempt to seek revenge on Cesare.


  Marquis Menegin remained oblivious to all of this.


  However,  ignorance would not serve as an excuse. The Marquis would pay the price for his negligence.


  “Your Grace Erzet!”


  Marquis Menegin roared as he descended the lone staircase. 


  The Grand Duke’s residence was as brightly lit as daylight due to the sudden arrival of soldiers in the middle of the night.


  Wearing an eye patch, the Marquis descended the stairs with one leg limping, yet he vigorously wielded his cane towards the intruding soldiers, shouting angrily.


  “You, you vile scoundrels…! Do you even know where you are!”


  Cesare shot expressionlessly. The bullet accurately hit the heavy chandelier hanging from the ceiling. The chandelier crashed down onto the marble floor.


  Crash!


  Shards of the chandelier littered the floor of the hall, overshadowing the majestic presence of Marquis Menegin. Cesare approached the Marquis.


  “Marquis Menegin.”


  He pressed his eye patch with the still-warm barrel of the gun.


  The Marquis, who had just been roaring, immediately quieted down. He recognized the danger in Cesare’s red eyes.


  “Why, why are you doing this…?”


  “Where is the villa you gifted to your son-in-law, Matteo?”


  Taken aback by the unexpected question, the Marquis quickly revealed the location upon hearing Cesare reloading his gun.


  “It’s about a thirty-minute drive from here!”


  “Lead the way.”


  Cesare lowered his gun and nodded. Lotan lifted Marquis Menegin up by the shoulders.


  “I’ll escort you, Your Grace.”


  Helplessly held by Lotan, the Marquis was taken to the villa. They arrived in ten minutes, a journey that would normally take thirty minutes. 


  As soon as they got out of the car, the Marquis vomited. But no one paid any attention to the old Marquis’s frail state.


  Faint light leaked out from the villa. Cesare made a subtle gesture. Snipers approached the villa. 


  With many windows, finding a vantage point for sniping wasn’t difficult. Once Michele signaled that preparations were complete, Cesare gave the order to fire.


  Gunshots rang out. 


  The villa echoed with the screams of men who had lost their legs. Ignoring their cries, Cesare walked towards the villa alone. 


  It was an urgent stride, unlike his usual calm demeanor.


  

***




  Chapter 26


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare kicked the door, now riddled with bullet holes, open with his foot. Inside, only two people stood their ground: Eileen and the Marquis’s son-in-law, Matteo.


  



  “Shit, fuck, fuck…!” 


  



  Matteo pressed a dagger against Eileen’s throat. Given his agitated state, there was a significant possibility he might make threatening moves toward the hostage.


  



  Diego and Michele exchanged glances. Michele, along with the snipers, waited for the opportune moment to strike.


  



  Lotan stood outside the villa, prepared for any unexpected events. While the snipers engaged in gunfire, Diego quietly retreated to the back of the villa, climbing up to the second floor through a window. He had just reached the ground floor through the stairs.


  



  “Your Grace,” Matteo grinned with bloodshot eyes, “You were enjoying this beauty all by yourself.”


  



  Lotan edged closer to Cesare, casting a worried glance at Eileen. Though a tremor ran through her body, her expression held a steely resolve. Hostage survival often hinges on a delicate balance between cooperation and defiance.


  



  “Death is coming for me anyway! Before the gallows claim my head, I want to see the fear bleed from your smug face!”


  



  Diego, a phantom in the shadows, held his breath, the weight of Eileen’s life a heavy burden on his trigger finger. Taking a clean shot with her so close was a gamble, a dance with a razor’s edge. Cursing under his breath, Diego narrowed his eyes, every muscle coiled, waiting for the slightest opening.


  



  As the net slowly closed in, Cesare remained calm throughout. He didn’t react to Matteo’s rambling. He simply stared at Eileen, unmoving.


  



  Their eyes met for a prolonged moment, and gradually, Eileen began to calm down gradually. Her trembling body and erratic breathing subsided. After finding some composure, Eileen finally spoke.


  



  “That’s good. You didn’t even cry,” Cesare remarked, causing tears almost immediately threatened to fall at his words.


  



  “…Because you promised,” Eileen answered hesitantly, her lips bloodied from biting them.


  



  “To wait, and if there’s a-a way, you will come rescue me…”


  



  Eileen’s large eyes eventually welled up with tears as she pleaded with Cesare.


  



  “I-I want to go home.”


  



  “Not today. You’ll sleep at the palace,” Cesare gently persuaded her, offering her a biscuit brought from the palace. Eileen, finally shedding tears, replied, “That’s fine too…”


  



  “Alright, Eileen. Can you close your eyes?”


  



  “Ugh, um, yes… How long? Should I sing too?”


  



  When she asked if she should sing like she did in the greenhouse, Cesare chuckled and replied, “The national anthem is too long. Try singing a lullaby.”


  



  Eileen squeezed her eyelids shut, a desperate attempt to block out the scene before her. Tears, hot and unrelenting, carved paths down her flushed cheeks. Yet, a strange calm settled over her. Fear, that all-consuming terror, had receded, replaced by a singular focus. With trembling lips, Eileen began to sing, a wordless melody escaping her throat.


  



  “Fuck, what nonsense…!”


  



  The instant Matteo’s scream tore through the air, Cesare surged forward. In a single, fluid motion, he raised his gun and fired, the crack of the gunshot echoing thunderously.


  Matteo, startled by the sudden attack, reacted instinctively. His arm whipped forward, the glint of the blade flashing in the dim light.


  But before the knife could find its mark, a blur of black leather materialized. A gloved hand, seemingly out of nowhere, intercepted the blade in mid-strike. Simultaneously, Cesare yanked Eileen close, his own body twisting back in a swift retreat.


  Gunshots rang out one after another. Matteo, caught in the hail of bullets, howled in agony. His limbs buckled, and his entire body spasmed uncontrollably.


  



  Cesare flung the disarmed dagger aside and commanded.


  



  “Let him go.”


  



  The dagger pierced through Matteo’s palm, lying on the ground. Cesare took off his uniform jacket and draped it over Eileen’s shoulders. Then, he lifted Eileen into his arms and whispered softly, “Let’s go home, Eileen.”


  



  Unable to even sing a verse of the lullaby, Eileen nodded and curled up her body. She tried to clutch the hem of his uniform tightly, but her trembling fingers only grasped at thin air. Cesare reached out to hold Eileen with one arm, trying to steady her shaking hand with the other.


  



  “…”


  



  However, she checked his palm and stopped.


  



  “Grand Duke! Grand Duke Erzet…!”


  



  Marquis Menegin, his once proud demeanor shattered, scrambled after Cesare as he strode towards the car. Cesare turned, his gaze cold and assessing. The Marquis, a pitiable sight, collapsed to his knees, sweat dripping like rain from his brow.


  “P-please,” he stammered, voice thick with desperation. “My daughter… she’s innocent in all this. I’ll do anything, Your Grace, anything! Even kneel and beg like a dog at your feet.”


  Marquis Menegin threw his cane and knelt down on the ground. Senon had explained the current situation to him in great detail while suppressing the hostage situation.


  



  Since the death of the Emperor, drug trafficking in the Traon Empire had been strictly regulated. One rash act by a son-in-law had brought the esteemed Marquis family to its knees.


  



  Cesare, looking at the desperate plea of the old Marquis, twisted his lips into a cruel smile.


  



  “Of course, we should spare her, shouldn’t we?”


  



  “…!”


  



  With his usual politeness, he readily granted mercy, bringing a clear sense of relief to the Marquis. With hope shining in his eyes, Cesare chuckled and said, “If you pluck out that remaining eye.”


  



  With that promise to spare both the Viscount and his daughter, they resumed their steps. The Viscount could only watch helplessly, his back fading into the distance.


  



  “It seems you will be worth seeing as a blind man,” Senon offered a brief commentary as opened the car door for Cesare.


  



  “To the Grand Duke’s residence.”


  



  With Cesare’s command, the door closed, and the military vehicle silently disappeared into the darkness.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Until they arrived at the Grand Duke’s estate, Eileen remained nestled in Cesare’s arms, and Cesare held her quietly.


  



  Even when he got out of the car, Cesare carried Eileen in his arms as he stepped out, thanks to the height of the military vehicle’s chassis.


  



  At the entrance of the Grand Duke’s residence, Sonio was anxiously pacing back and forth. When he saw Cesare appearing with Eileen in his arms, he let out a sigh of relief.


  



  “Oh, thank the gods.”


  



  The butler had aged considerably in the meantime. He was about to cover Eileen with a blanket he was holding, but upon seeing the uniform jacket, he simply embraced her. Eileen held the bundle of the blanket in her arms and looked at Sonio.


  



  “Miss Eileen, I have prepared bathwater for you. Warm milk with honey as well. Would you like some milk first?”


  



  As Eileen nodded softly, Cesare added, “And cookie in the milk.”


  



  “I will prepare it together.”


  



  Cesare gently set Eileen down on the floor. Supported by Sonio, she entered the mansion.


  



  In truth, she wanted to continue clinging to Cesare. However, she couldn’t hold him back as he had to attend to the aftermath.


  



  After drinking a glass of milk and eating two cookies, Eileen took a bath with the help of the servants and changed into soft nightclothes.


  



  Then, she entered the guest bedroom and was surprised. Wasn’t Cesare supposed to be sitting on the chair next to the bed? Cesare tapped the bed with his hand.


  



  “Come lie down here,” Cesare gently invited, gesturing to the bed.


  



  Briefly happy about his presence, Eileen then looked down at his bandaged hand.


  



  “Your Grace, your hand…”


  



  She hurriedly approached him. Cesare remained seated loosely on the chair, only lifting his head slightly.


  



  “Yo-you’ve been cut with a knife. What should I do…?”


  



  To think he got injured trying to save her. She felt like crying again, so she bit her lip but stopped when it stung sharply. She had bitten too hard earlier, and her lips were now swollen.


  



  Cesare used his other hand to press down on Eileen’s lips, preventing her from biting them. Eileen slowly opened her mouth.


  



  “You waited even then.”


  



  She couldn’t respond, not understanding the meaning behind his words. But Cesare didn’t seem to expect a reply.


  



  “I promised to protect you, so you must have waited.”


  



  Was he talking about when she was kidnapped at twelve? Eileen listened quietly to his words.


  



  “You must have been scared, huh? You must have cried a lot because you were so scared.”


  



  Cesare chuckled. He gently pulled Eileen closer, trapping her between his legs, and wrapped his arms around her waist. Eileen flinched in surprise, but Cesare paid it no mind. He murmured softly, keeping her from seeing his face.


  



  “Sorry, Eileen.”


  



  Eileen was taken aback by his apology. With trembling hands, she tentatively touched Cesare’s shoulder and cautiously spoke up.


  



  “You’ve always saved me.”


  



  Why was he apologizing? He had always been her savior. Eileen conveyed her thoughts to Cesare.


  



  “You came today, too. You’ve always kept your promises.”


  



  After a brief silence, Cesare whispered as if confessing an old sin.


  



  “…But there was one time I couldn’t keep it.”


  



  ***




  Chapter 27


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  ” No,” she wanted to argue, always eager to refute that he had consistently saved her. But he seemed to be referring to a moment Eileen didn’t recognize. Suddenly, she recalled something he had mentioned while glancing at the clock before.


  “…Originally, it looked like this.”


  In that moment, just like now, she felt a strange unfamiliarity from Cesare. She didn’t know what to say to someone who appeared to be wandering alone in another time.


  Eileen remained silent, seeking solace in his embrace. After a long silence, Cesare gently released her.


  “It’s time to sleep now.”


  Obediently, Eileen nestled into the bed and pulled the covers around her. Cesare, with meticulous care, tucked the loose fabric around her neck, ensuring she was warm.


  “Goodnight, Eileen.”


  He brushed her forehead once before attempting to leave. Eileen quickly withdrew her hand from under the blanket to grab onto Cesare.


  Cesare looked down at the hand she held onto. Eileen gently released it and murmured softly.


  “Goodnight.”


  Even as she spoke, her gaze remained captive to him. Though she half-expected him to turn and leave, Cesare met her eyes with a quiet intensity.


  A flicker of laughter, unexpected and warm, danced in his crimson depths. Then, in a swift motion that sent a jolt through her, Cesare yanked the blanket back and slid into the bed beside her. He lay down beside her, supporting his head on one hand, their breaths mingling in the space between them. The rapid drumbeat of her heart echoed in her ears, a counterpoint to the quiet rasp of fabric against skin.


  ‘What if he really hears it…?’


  A flicker of hesitation crossed Eileen’s face, but she turned to face him nonetheless. Cesare responded by wrapping his other arm around her waist, drawing her in closer.


  Enveloped in his warmth, a wave of security washed over Eileen. Yet, despite the comforting sensation, a voice of reason whispered a warning against recklessness.


  Eileen’s reply held a hint of playfulness. “My husband should be the one taking care of me,” she said.


  Eileen’s playful remark banished her guilt instantly. Calming her nerves, she clasped his hands and squeezed.


  ‘Can’t I just be a bit reckless tonight? The day had been a nightmare…’


  Cesare’s absence, she realized, would only leave a void filled with his specter. His touch, once stifling, and his gaze, like a butcher’s cold assessment, now triggered a flood of past anxieties. Dreading their return, she burrowed closer to Cesare, seeking refuge in his warmth.


  A soft chuckle rumbled from his chest. “Uncomfortable?” he inquired.


  “No,” she mumbled, feeling her explanation fall flat. “It’s just… like last time, your hug eases the storm.”


  Shame bloomed on her cheeks after the confession, but the dim light of the bedroom offered a merciful shroud.


  “But you said you didn’t like it before.”


  “That was the kiss…” she trailed off, cheeks warming. Had she lied, claiming dislike, then backtracked to uncertainty? From refusing honesty to this sudden openness, her emotions were a whirlwind.


  Timidly, Elieen confessed that she liked hugs, Eileen tilted her head slightly and looked at Cesare. He gazed back at her calmly. Tilting her head, she peeked at Cesare, his gaze steady upon her. Their contact, once awkward, now felt strangely natural. Though tension lingered, it lacked the discomfort of unwelcome touches. Instead, she craved a deeper warmth from him.


  As her lips parted slightly, Cesare leaned in. A soft “smooch” sounded as their lips met. Blinking open her eyes after a moment’s surprise, a casual question escaped her lips…


  “Weren’t you looking at me to ask me to kiss you?”


  It definitely wasn’t the case. But perhaps it was the languid air of the bedroom that made it somehow feel okay.


  Eileen didn’t reply, instead burying her face in the comforting solidity of his chest. The heat in her cheeks subsided slowly, replaced by a nervous flutter in her stomach.


  “The bad memories…” she mumbled, lifting her head slightly. “I keep replaying them, wishing I could forget them faster.”


  What kind of emotion flickered in Cesare’s eyes? Curiosity? Tenderness? She couldn’t tell, her gaze still fixed on the firm expanse of his chest.


  “But here, it’s different,” she whispered, “Here, with you, it feels okay.”


  Cesare, in her mind, stood on the fault line between good and evil. From their first meeting, he’d held a strange allure, a protector bathed in an almost angelic light. It might sound childish, but for her, it was true. He was a shield against the darkness, a guardian who could chase away the shadows.


  Eileen gently raised her eyes. Even in the darkness, she could see his clear profile and whispered softly.


  “And now… kissing seems okay too.”


  Her whisper was barely a breath, yet it hung heavy in the air. Cesare’s gaze softened, a flicker of something warm lighting his eyes. He cupped her face gently, his touch sending a jolt through her.


  As soon as the shy confession fell, Cesare pulled Eileen’s waist closer, but with a tenderness that surprised her. Their bodies pressed together, a comforting warmth radiating from him. The second kiss began, a stark contrast to the first. 


  He nibbled on her lower lip somewhat roughly. A faint taste of blood lingered on her bitten lips. A shiver ran down her spine as his touch sent shivers down her spine. 


  A shy moan escaped her lips, a sound both startled and surprised at the intensity blossoming within her. Yet, the slight pain turned into a tingling sensation. His tongue delved into her mouth, exploring it recklessly.


  She felt a thrilling sensation as his tongue grazed her sensitive palate. A whimper escaped her lips,


  Thinking that she had become somewhat accustomed to kissing after a few tries before, she deluded herself. But she was keenly aware that it was nothing but a delusion.


  This wasn’t like the tentative kisses they’d shared before. This was… different. Intense. 


  The sensations overwhelmed her, leaving Eileen squirmed slightly under his touch. Cesare pulled back a fraction, his brow furrowed in confusion.  When she saw the creases forming on his forehead, Eileen unwittingly let out a moan, her body trembling uncontrollably.


  Then suddenly, she felt a strange touch. At first, she thought he might have brought a gun into the bedroom.


  But there couldn’t possibly be a gun changing shape like that. Realizing there must be something else in that spot, Eileen’s body froze in place.


  The first thought that came to mind was–


  ‘Is it really that big?’


  Despite the thin layers of clothing, there was no mistaking it. Following that was a pure sense of curiosity.


  ‘But wouldn’t it be too uncomfortable if it were this big?’


  Her background in pharmacology and anatomy offered a theoretical understanding, yet Cesare’s was vastly different from what she knew as average.


  A warmth pressed against her, growing more insistent as what had been soft moments ago hardened. The change was unmistakable, a vivid sensation even through the flimsy barrier of clothing.


  “Careful, Eileen,” Cesare murmured, his voice husky. A noticeable bulge pressed against his clothing. He bit her cheek playfully, then released it with a light warning.


  “Those kinds of things shouldn’t be said so casually, especially in bed,” he teased.


  “But…” Eileen hesitated, a blush creeping up her neck. “We’re getting married, aren’t we?”


  Perhaps it was because they were sharing the same bed that she found the courage to speak. Eileen hesitated to refute.


  “You said I need to get used to it…”


  Upon which, Cesare pressed his swollen member against Eileen’s body, wordlessly conveying his intentions. Quick to offer an excuse for her actions, Eileen protested.


  “It’s not like that. I just… feel more comfortable with kissing now, that’s all.”


  “Good to hear.”


  Despite her attempt to downplay it, a flicker of heat danced across Eileen’s cheeks. Maybe her words had been a little too suggestive. Suddenly, Cesare was on top of her, his lips trailing a path of feathery kisses down her neck. The initial softness of his touch ignited a spark within her. As his hand grazed her chest, a low whimper escaped her lips, but it was a sound laced with desire, not discomfort.


  Unlike the initial roughness, his hand softened, sending gentle waves of pleasure across her skin. The sensation of his touch molding her curves sent a delicious shiver down her spine. Yet, a surprise awaited.


  A gasp escaped her lips as his lips reached the sensitive hollow above her chest. Simultaneously, a playful flick of his fingers grazed her n!pples, a spark igniting deep within. Her breath hitched, not in confusion, but in a surprised delight. He continued, a delicate dance of gentle pinches and feather-light scratches, drawing soft moans from her throat.


  Eileen, her body flushed with a mix of anticipation and pleasure, couldn’t speak. Only strange, muffled moans emerged from her in her confusion.


  “Ah, ah, huff…”


  As Eileen squirmed, she heard Cesare let out a soft chuckle. He lifted his gaze from where he had been kissing her chest. Locking eyes with the hunched-over Eileen, he slowly parted his lips.


  “Ah!”


  And then he suddenly bit her n!pple.


  



  ***




  Chapter 28


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  He drew one n!pple into his warm mouth, a gentle suck followed by a soft caress of his tongue. The thin fabric, dampened by his touch, clung intimately. A shiver of delicious pleasure danced down Eileen’s spine.


  With a gasp, he mirrored his action on the other n!pple, a gasp that quickly turned into a low moan as shivers erupted across her skin. The slippery, sticky sensation of his licking and the sharp feeling of his nails scratching made her body react strangely.


  Forgotten corners of her body awakened, blossoming with a heightened sensitivity. As awareness flooded her, a heat pooled in her lower abdomen, a warmth that spread like a wildfire. It was a delicious, tingling sensation that defied explanation, leaving her breathless with a mixture of pleasure and anticipation.


  A wave of sensation crashed over Eileen, unlike anything she’d ever known. It defied explanation, a kaleidoscope of pleasure that rendered her past experiences irrelevant. Even breathing felt different, a shallow gasp escaping her lips as if caught in a current.


  A fleeting thought brushed past – the awareness of her heightened sensitivity, the peaks straining against the fabric. But the thought was a mere ripple in the tidal wave of pleasure that engulfed her. But Eileen didn’t have the presence of mind to examine her own body. She was just desperately trying to endure the overwhelming, unfamiliar pleasure.


  “Oh, oh, Your Grace, please, stop, it’s strange…”


  “You should call me by my name, Eileen.”


  “Oh, Your Grace, still…”


  “I’m sure my name is not ‘Your Grace.’”


  The thought of daring to resist crossed her mind. But succumbing to the force of his biting grip on her n!pple, she called out his name.


  “Ce… Cesare…”


  “Yes.”


  “Please, stop, can’t we stop this?”


  “No.”


  “Ugh, please…”


  “You need to get used to it.”


  Locking eyes with the trembling Eileen, Cesare whispered teasingly.


  “Isn’t this getting you used to it?”


  “But, ugh, but…”


  She repeated the same words in a daze. Her mind, once a meticulously organized space, was now a hazy landscape painted with the vibrant hues of burgeoning desire. Finally, a single, primal phrase broke through the fog.


  “It’s too hot down there…”


  Grimacing and burning, it felt like something was swelling up, not just burning but throbbing painfully. When she said that it felt like it hurt, he kissed Eileen again.


  The hand that was touching her chest moved further down, lifting the hem of her dress. He slipped his hand between Eileen’s legs.


  The moment his hand touched, Eileen realised belatedly that her panties were soaked and stuck to her heat. The sticky, damp sensation was embarrassing, and she wanted to change her underwear immediately.


  His long fingers lightly brushed over the wet fabric. Then, she felt something pouring out from her gential.


  “Ahh!”


  A surprised gasp escaped Eileen’s lips as his touch sent a jolt through her. Her body reacted instinctively, a quick twitch of her leg. The sensation was entirely new, a delicious shiver sparking deep within her. Lost in the unfamiliar pleasure, she struggled to find the words to express the whirlwind of emotions swirling inside.


  “Something… something came out.”


  The sensation of sticky liquid soaking through her panties was vivid. However, Cesare did not stop his hand despite Eileen’s frantic words. Instead, he started rubbing his fingers over her genitals, especially focusing on the swollen cl!toris.


  At first, his slow movements gradually became faster. The forceful rubbing caused her genitals to twitch involuntarily.


  “This… this is strange. It’s too strange.”


  Eileen desperately grabbed his forearm, but she could only feel his firm muscles, and his hand did not stop.


  “Ah, ah, Cesare, ah, ah…”


  She tried to call out his name with all her might, but his touch persisted. She tried to endure the overwhelming sensations flooding her senses, but she couldn’t hold back any longer.


  In a moment of complete loss of control, he pressed his palm against her entire genital area and vigorously rubbed her cl!toris. A surge of heat coiled up in her belly and exploded.


  “Ah…!”


  Eileen arched her back instinctively, a gasp morphing into a low moan as shivers danced across her skin. Her body trembled with a delicious mix of pleasure and surrender. His touch, a gentle dance of fingers, lingered on a sensitive spot, sending waves of heat radiating through her core. The agonizingly long heatwave continued to emanate from her genitals.


  The wave of pleasure crested, leaving Eileen breathless and trembling. Tears welled up in her eyes, a mix of overwhelming emotion and the release of tension. Cesare, sensing her shift, gently withdrew his hand, his touch replaced by a flurry of kisses across her flushed face.


  She felt like the most lewd woman in the world. She couldn’t believe she would have to do such an incredible thing in the future. No, to be precise, she would have to do even more than this. After all, he hadn’t even inserted his member yet.


  The electrifying pleasure had been a revelation, a temporary escape from her own thoughts. Yet, as the intensity subsided, a strange disquiet settled over Eileen. Lost in the moment, she belatedly met Cesare’s gaze. It held a glint of something she couldn’t decipher. She nearly fainted at his words, when he smiled gleefully as he whispered.


  “Next time, I’ll suck it.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The intensity of the experience left Eileen breathless and overwhelmed. Her voice, when she finally spoke, was barely a whisper, laced with a vulnerability that tugged at Cesare’s heart.


  “There’s no need to…” she trailed off, her words merging with a sigh as exhaustion washed over her. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and she drifted off to sleep.


  Cesare watched her sleep, a soft smile playing on his lips. He gently removed her damp undergarments, replacing them with fresh ones. He pulled the covers closer, ensuring her comfort through the night.


  Cesare traced a soft line down Eileen’s cheek, her face serene in sleep. The silence stretched, punctuated only by her shallow breaths. A flicker of unease sparked within him – a memory of her earlier words, a tremor in her voice. The crimson glow from the window cast long, dramatic shadows across the room, adding to the weight of the unspoken. Thoughts of Eileen, crying and pleading, resurfaced.


  “No… Don’t go….”


  He had thought of coming back to console her. But when he returned after ending the war and regaining control of the islands, he couldn’t even have a piece of the child’s corpse.


  The sound of a crying voice mixed with sobbing continued to torment him. It was a mirage of past times. But even knowing it was an auditory hallucination, he wanted to wake Eileen up right away. He wanted to look into her eyes, hear her voice speaking to him.


  Cesare instinctively suppressed the urge and instead untied the knot of the bandage in his palm. Slowly, the white bandage fell onto the bed.


  The stab wound left on the palm was considerable in length but not deep. The blade of the dagger was dull, and it was because he was wearing leather gloves.


  Concentrating on the varied sounds of the sleeping individual, he slowly clenched his hand. The nails pierced the wound, and a sharp pain surged.


  All this pain served as a reminder that it wasn’t a dream or a fantasy, but reality.


  He pressed and released his hand until blood seeped out from under his clean nails and trickled down his wrist.


  Glancing at the bloody palm with indifferent eyes, he turned his gaze away. Cesare looked at Eileen’s sleeping face and chuckled softly.


  “This is the world where I exist.”


  And it was both the first and the last chance given to Cesare in this world.


  He gently kissed Eileen’s forehead, placing his unharmed hand on the bed. He kissed her rounded nose and parted lips, whispering softly, “Have sweet dreams, Eileen.”


  He hoped for happy dreams for Eileen, even if he himself could never wake from the nightmare.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Matteo’s trial took place. 


  The verdict: death penalty. 


  He was the first noble to be sentenced to death for trafficking drugs within the Empire.


  Previously, all cases of execution for drug-related crimes had only involved commoners. Through this execution, the Traon Empire firmly established that there would be no exceptions for high-ranking nobles when it came to drug-related punishments.


  However, there was some whispering about Marquis Menegin, the president of the Senate, cleverly evading the law. Still, the reason it ended without any major repercussions was because the Marquis reacted shrewdly.


  Just before the scandal broke out, Marquis Menegin’s daughter sent divorce papers to Matteo, swiftly ending their relationship. After the scandal erupted, Marquis Menegin publicly announced his stance.


  Currently, Matteo and Marquis Menegin have no relations whatsoever. In accepting responsibility for the scandal, Marquis Menegin stepped down from his position as chairman of the Senate and relinquished his title.


  It was a desperation to save his own life, willing to give up everything. People found it despicable yet understandable.


  During this process, strange rumors circulated that Marquis Menegin had become blind. However, since the lord retired immediately and went to the countryside with his daughter, there was no way to confirm this.


  Matteo’s trial and execution took less than a week. Matteo’s execution was carried out in the Small Square next to the Central Square.


  

***




  Chapter 29


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The execution site was crowded with an enormous crowd.


  “It’s not much fun once you go from the palace to the guillotine.”


  “Yet, a noble he remains, even facing the end.”


  “There he comes!”


  The crowd, a macabre spectacle themselves, roared with laughter and hurled stones at Matteo, who was bound to the cart’s pillar. Lost in thought, Matteo took the brunt of the flying missiles.


  Public executions served as a gruesome entertainment for the throngs who gathered, their chatter a chilling counterpoint to the impending violence.


  High atop a platform stood the gallows, a grim stage meticulously positioned to offer the crowd an unobstructed view of the execution. Soldiers roughly escorted Matteo to the foot of the gallows.


  Consumed by the terror of imminent demise, Matteo unleashed a heart-wrenching cry. Yet, it vanished into the noise of the crowd’s jubilant roars. Struggling, Matteo was finally forced to lie down on the gallows.


  The executioner swiftly carried out the execution. The rope snapped, and the heavy blade swiftly fell. A sickening thud resonated as Matteo’s head separated from his body, a crimson fountain erupting from the severed neck. The metallic tang of blood hung heavy in the air, a grotesque counterpoint to the crowd’s eruption of jubilant cheers.


  From then on, it was the beginning of a true festival. Spectators rushed forward eagerly to tear up the body of the condemned.


  They fought tooth and nail to claim the head, while those pushed back tried to take any blood that flowed from the corpse. It was believed that having a part of the body of the condemned brought luck.


  The most popular corpses were those of nobles and young maidens. The frenzy surrounding Matteo’s execution was amplified by his noble status and youthful vigor. As the first noble execution in ages, it became a feeding ground for the crowd’s morbid hunger.


  Within moments, Matteo, once the Marquis Menegin’s esteemed son-in-law, a young man brimming with potential, vanished entirely. Only a crimson stain remained on the cobblestones, a grim testament to his existence.


  Cesare, a silent observer throughout the ordeal, watched the crowd erupt in a grotesque celebration. A faint, unsettling smile played on his lips.


  “That’s not a good scene for your mental health.”


  Lotan subtly glanced at his master in response to the joking remark, though Cesare’s expression remained calm.


  He had witnessed far more horrifying scenes on the battlefield. That was merely a fraction of it. Cesare had even committed worse deeds. Even on days when he was drenched in blood and gore, Cesare was the one who casually sliced up a steak, consumed it, and then slept soundly.


  It had only been the day before yesterday that he had turned all those involved in Eileen’s kidnapping into minced meat.


  From the traitor among the military leaders to the men present at the villa that day, all met gruesome ends after enduring torture. Except for one: Matteo. He was the sole survivor, spared to lure out Marquis Menegin. Yet today, his throat was slit on the gallows.


  ‘Such words about mental health coming from him. Even if it’s a jest, it’s the first time I’ve heard Your Grace say something like that,’ thought Lotan.


  He recalled an incident that had occurred not long ago, where he had received a secret summons from the Emperor—a summons he had not disclosed to Cesare.


  The Emperor of the Empire, Leon Traon Carl Erzet, was Cesare’s elder brother. Despite the ruthless nature of the palace, where even bloodlines held little sway against power, the twin brothers shared an unusually deep bond.


  While the young Emperor held a special fondness for his younger brother, Cesare remained indifferent in comparison. Whatever occurred, he kept to himself. Rarely speaking about his own matters, Leon often sought insight from Lotan instead.


  The Emperor must have sensed Cesare’s change, prompting Lotan to anticipate an imminent summons. Lotan’s specific summons was due to the fact that the other knights each had their own limitations.


  Senon, though bright, lacked the assertiveness to offer direct advice to his superiors. Michele, a former palace maid, became tense and frozen in the presence of the Emperor. Diego struggled to articulate his thoughts effectively. Therefore, Lotan emerged as the most suitable candidate for the task.


  “I see you, Your Majesty.”


  “Sir Lotan…”


  Leon’s countenance was filled with profound contemplation. He gestured for Lotan to take a seat in the audience hall and released a long sigh. After a prolonged moment of silence, Lotan, aware of the breach of etiquette, spoke first.


  “It appears that His Excellency has undergone significant changes of late.”


  “Indeed? Ever since that young man, who previously showed no interest in power, suddenly advocated for reforms…”


  Leon’s voice trailed off as he wiped his face with his hand.


  “He uttered something peculiar to me. As his elder brother, I cannot help but feel apprehensive.”


  “May I inquire as to what His Excellency said?” Leon’s expression remained skeptical as he recounted to Lotan Cesare’s words. It was a statement that seemed highly improbable coming from Cesare. Lotan wouldn’t have believed it either if he hadn’t heard it directly from the Emperor himself.


  “He might slaughter the people of Traon.”


  Cesare, to put it mildly, possessed a strong mental fortitude, and to put it less mildly, he was callous to the point of cruelty. There was only one small exception for him in any matter, and that was Eileen.


  He wasn’t someone to speak without reason, so there must have been a clear cause behind his statement. But what that cause was, Lotan couldn’t figure out. The only thing that was clear was that Cesare had changed since the incident of beheading the King of Kalpen.


  As twin brothers, Leon sensed that his younger brother’s change was significant and unusual.


  “I have a favor to ask, Sir Lotan.”


  Thus, he discreetly requested a favor from Lotan. While Lotan experienced a mix of emotions upon receiving the request, Cesare remained indifferent as ever.


  “It appears that if I wish to maintain my sanity, I should marry soon.”


  He muttered to himself, then turned to the gathering with a query.


  “And what of Eileen?”


  “She’s been at home all day, except for a brief visit to the bookstore and market.”


  Cesare nodded subtly. To protect Eileen from unwanted attention, he discreetly buried the incident of her kidnapping that day. It was best to keep it quiet; spreading the tale of a young lady being abducted would only invite trouble.


  Moreover, since Matteo’s execution was already confirmed, there was no need to unnecessarily add more charges.


  “Additionally, there was a gift from Marquis Menegin intended for Lady Eileen, but I made sure it wasn’t delivered.”


  Cesare chuckled softly.


  “Do you think I’m that untrustworthy?”


  Despite his promise to spare the Marquis, he had sent the gift to Eileen just in case Cesare changed his mind. Menegin had paid a sufficient price.


  He came to the Grand Duke’s residence and willingly surrendered one of his remaining eyes in front of Cesare.


  Cesare had graciously granted him mercy, and indeed, the Marquis had left the Senate with his daughter. Though he had lost honor and power, his remaining wealth was sufficient to sustain him.


  “I hope Count Domenico will be the new Senate president.”


  Count Domenico was a neutral figure who did not align with either the pro-Imperial or anti-Imperial factions. Lotan cautiously expressed his opinion.


  “I am unsure if he will cooperate.”


  Known for his arrogant and rigid demeanor, Count Domenico might pose a challenge. While his appointment as president might not meet significant objections from anti-Imperial faction nobles, he could potentially become an obstacle for the Imperial family in the future.


  “What kind of cooperation?”


  However, Cesare seemed to have already calculated all possibilities. He tersely defined his relationship with Count Domenico.


  “It’s an order.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  After spending the night at the Grand Duke’s, Eileen woke up and immediately surveyed her surroundings. Confirming Cesare’s absence beside her, she silently expressed gratitude to the gods she did not believe in.


  She then inquired about Cesare’s whereabouts from Sonio, who had brought her morning meal along with a new pair of glasses. Upon learning that he had gone to the palace, she breathed a sigh of relief. She wouldn’t have to encounter Cesare until she left the mansion.


  “Miss Eileen, breakfast is–”


  “It’s fine! I’ll just return.”


  Brushing off Sonio’s insistence that she at least have a sandwich if she lacked appetite, Eileen hastily fled to the brick house. Though anxious throughout the carriage ride from the Grand Duke’s, it wasn’t until she reached her bedroom that she could finally relax.


  Eileen collapsed onto the small sofa like a rag doll. Then, she let out a stifled scream.


  “Aaaah…!”


  It was indeed an unusual display for a young lady, but Eileen couldn’t afford to concern herself with societal expectations. She ruthlessly vented her frustrations on the sofa cushions, alone with her thoughts as the events of the previous night relentlessly haunted her.


  She had envisioned marrying someday and sharing intimacy with her husband. Although she hadn’t received formal s*x education, she knew the basics from reading biology books.


  But what occurred last night…


  The image of Cesare gazing at her with eyes ablaze and his whispered words continued to echo in her mind.


  “Next time, I’ll suck it.”


  

***




  Chapter 30


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  As thoughts of Cesare’s voice flooded her mind, a surge of heat rose to her throat.


  Why on earth did he do that? Was it amusing for him to see her flustered and embarrassed? Lost in her own contemplation, Eileen tore at the sofa cushions. Yet, the more she pondered the incident, the less significant it seemed.


  After all, Cesare was also a healthy young man with s*xual desires. It wouldn’t have been strange for him to seek release with his future wife.


  However, despite stirring such strange emotions within her, Cesare hadn’t taken any direct action. Eileen diligently pondered the reasons but couldn’t find an answer. Nonetheless, one thing remained clear.


  ‘I’m embarrassed…’


  It seemed she wouldn’t be able to look Cesare in the face for a while. Even without seeing his face, she continued to think about Cesare. The hot breath, the moans, the feverish heat, the overwhelming pleasure.


  As she recalled the memories, she felt a sensation akin to butterflies in her stomach. She even felt an itching sensation on the n!pples that Cesare had tormented for a while. She wanted to scratch, but it was too embarrassing a place to touch.


  Eileen pressed her fingernails firmly into the palm of her hand to suppress the rising arousal. Only after making several half-moon-shaped marks on her palm could she finally catch her breath.


  “…”


  She had decided to invite the Grand Duke’s knights for a modest dinner, feeling fortunate that Cesare wasn’t among the guests.


  Initially, she had debated whether to extend an invitation to him. Eventually, she decided against it, fearing she might burden him with her busy schedule. In hindsight, it seemed like the best decision.


  ‘I’ll have to avoid the Grand Duke for the time being.’ Eileen resolved firmly to herself. Thanks to the shocking memories of that night, she couldn’t recall any unpleasant memories.


  A few days later, on the evening of the gathering, Eileen woke up early to thoroughly clean the house and went to the market to gather supplies. Since she wasn’t skilled in cooking, she planned to serve reheated food ordered from various restaurants in advance.


  After purchasing fruits at the market and visiting restaurants, it was already afternoon. While busy preparing everything alone, her father returned home, his breath reeking of alcohol and cigarettes, indicating he might have spent the night out.


  “Welcome back?” Eileen greeted him, but halted her approach at the strong scent emanating from him. Her father glanced at her and chuckled.


  “My beloved daughter!”


  “…Did you know that we have guests coming for dinner tonight?”


  “Oh, guests. Yes, I know. I’ll be out before they arrive.”


  With that, he retreated into his room, seemingly heading straight for bed without bothering to freshen up. Despite having a bathroom attached to his room, he always behaved untidily when intoxicated, a habit that Eileen found most displeasing.


  Eileen sighed deeply and refocused on preparing to greet the guests as she laid out a new tablecloth and retrieved the best dishes and utensils.


  Outside, she could hear boisterous voices. Peering out the window, she spotted four men and women strolling toward the garden, accompanied by a black military vehicle parked in front of the house. Each of them carried something in their hands.


  Eileen smiled and opened the front door. Even before knocking, the Grand Duke’s knights burst in with hearty laughter.


  “We’re here!”


  Lotan, Diego, and Michele entered first, followed by Senon. Senon gazed at Eileen with a deeply moved expression.


  “Miss Eileen…”


  “Sir Senon, it’s been a while.”


  “You’ve matured even more since then.”


  Just as Senon was about to reminisce, Michele nudged him with her elbow.


  “I’m hungry.”


  Swaying from the force of Michele’s push, Senon regained his balance and shot her a glare. Michele chuckled and lightly bumped their foreheads together.


  “Come on, brother, don’t be upset. They say a well-fed soldier has good skin.”


  With that, she headed straight to the dining table. Senon clicked his tongue and suppressed his irritation while rubbing his forehead. It was best to keep his temper in check in front of Eileen.


  Senon wasn’t short by any means, but compared to the other knights, including Cesare, he seemed relatively small. Especially next to Michele, a tall and robust woman, the difference was noticeable.


  Given his somewhat neutral appearance, Senon often felt out of place among his larger colleagues, particularly now.


  “You saw it, didn’t you? They treated me like I was nothing just because they’re a bit taller…”


  As Senon grumbled to Eileen about his colleagues’ antics, the other knights busied themselves bringing food to the table from the kitchen.


  “Miss Eileen, where should I put this?”


  “Wow, it smells amazing. Where did you get this? I need to get some for myself.”


  “Miss, I brought a bottle of wine. Let’s enjoy it with the meal.”


  While the three of them chatted and bustled around, Diego suddenly approached Eileen once more.


  “A gift! Here’s a gift for you.”


  He presented a paper bag he had placed on one side of the table, grinning mischievously as he pulled out a large rabbit doll.


  “Ta-da!”


  Eileen burst into laughter at his antics, hugging the doll and expressing her gratitude.


  Eileen was genuinely fond of the rabbit doll Diego had brought as a gift. Its soft texture seemed to soothe her.


  Unwittingly, she found herself fiddling with the rabbit doll, much to Diego’s delight. He proudly displayed it to the other three knights.


  “Look at that!”


  Diego boasted that the alcohol he had brought along with the doll was of high quality, flaunting it before Eileen. As Eileen thanked him once again, Diego beamed as if he had everything he desired.


  The other three knights exchanged annoyed glances before each presenting their own gifts. Lotan offered a rare foreign botanical book, Senon presented a set of fountain pens, and Michele handed over foreign candies and chocolates in a large glass bottle.


  After graciously accepting each gift, Eileen promptly expressed her gratitude and offered her own gift.


  “This is my gift.”


  The gift, wrapped in a small box, was a wound-healing ointment.


  Though it felt somewhat modest compared to the platinum pocket watch she had gifted Cesare, the knights were delighted as if they had received precious jewels.


  “Wow! This ointment will come in handy!”


  Following Diego’s flattery, claiming that the ointment made by Eileen was the most effective, the others eagerly brought out their ointments as well. Lotan even applied a small amount to his hand, smiling appreciatively..


  “I’ll have to boast about this at work tomorrow.”


  After finishing the gift exchange, they all gathered around the table. Just as they were about to begin indulging in the abundant feast, Eileen suddenly recalled someone she had overlooked amidst the preparations.


  Her father was still in his bedroom on the first floor. Despite informing him a few days ago about the impending guests and offering him money to go out, he seemed to have overslept and missed the opportunity to leave.


  Eileen briefly glanced toward her father’s bedroom, hearing a thud as if something had fallen inside the room, perfectly timed with their attention. The knights all turned their gaze toward the bedroom.


  “Oh, Father… He’s still inside.”


  Eileen muttered awkwardly, her gaze fixed on bedroom door.


  “But he should still join us for the meal.”


  As Eileen glanced at the bedroom door with a somber expression, the knights exchanged glances with each other. Senon signaled to Diego, who furrowed his brow and swiftly rose from his seat.


  “Baron.”


  Approaching the bedroom with confidence, Diego grasped the doorknob and shook it with determination, as if it might yield under his force.


  “Come out and dine with us.”


  After a moment of silence, a feeble voice emanated from behind the door.


  “I’m fine…”


  The voice sounded more diminutive than the faintest whisper of ants passing by. Eileen presumed her father must be declining the invitation to eat, but Diego remained undeterred. Leaning against the door with one arm, he persisted.


  “Why? People need to eat to live. Let’s eat together.”


  Although his words were an invitation to dinner, his tone and actions resembled more of a demand. With a thud, Diego slammed the door and grumbled.


  “Come out, Baron Elrod.”


  ***




  Chapter 31


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The creaking of the old door accompanied its hesitant opening. As her father emerged, his gaze lowered to the ground upon seeing Diego, who stood almost as tall as the door, grinning broadly.


  With an impassive expression, Lotan, who had been observing the scene, nodded and gestured toward a seat.


  “Please, sit here.”


  It was positioned between Lotan and Diego, with Lotan having shifted one seat over to accommodate. Of course, this adjustment wasn’t made out of consideration.


  Across from them, Michele leaned her chin on her hand, casting a sharp glance. Senon, seated next to Michele, remained silent, but his subtle contempt and discomfort were evident in his expression.


  ‘They weren’t like this before.’


  The knights had always harbored disdain toward Eileen’s father. Even Eileen’s mother hadn’t been particularly well-liked, but as the Prince’s nanny, she had always been treated with respect.


  However, since her mother’s passing, their animosity toward her father had gradually surfaced, reaching its peak recently. As former servants of the Crown Prince, they were all too familiar with the past events.


  The fact that Eileen had nearly been sold off to a foreign country…


  The more she dwelled on it, the more foolish she felt worrying about her father’s meal. Even though no one said anything, how much must they despise her?


  ‘But he’s still my father.’


  Regardless of her feelings of hatred and disdain toward him, how could she simply sever ties with her own flesh and blood? Eileen listlessly toyed with her fork, lost in her thoughts.


  Then, Senon, seated closer to Eileen, quickly resumed smiling as he noticed her glance. She couldn’t afford to create a somber atmosphere after inviting guests.


  “Is everyone hungry? Let’s dig in.”


  “Thank you for the delicious spread.”


  With words of gratitude, the formal dinner commenced in earnest. There was chicken cooked in wine, deer seasoned generously with spices, partridge stuffed with rice, dishes featuring herring and trout, various seafood stews…


  If it had been a noble banquet, they would have been bound by intricate etiquette. However, as they were gathered among friends, they enjoyed their meal freely, unburdened by such formalities.


  While everyone relished their food with ease, Senon adhered to his own code of etiquette. Despite his years spent as a soldier, his demeanor remained that of a noble.


  Amidst the laughter and chatter around the table laden with food, the feast continued, with only one person seeming out of place.


  Eileen’s father appeared hesitant, his face betraying uncertainty as he handled the tableware clumsily. Whenever his elbow inadvertently brushed against the large men seated on either side of him, he immediately bowed and apologized.


  “I-I’m sorry.”


  “Please, enjoy your meal. You need sustenance if you’re going to be active.”


  Diego’s tone was ambiguous, leaving it unclear whether he was encouraging her father to eat or not. However, as he caught Eileen’s eye, he seemed to realize something and corrected himself.


  “Please, eat plenty, Baron.”


  The baron chewed his food painstakingly slowly, his complexion turning paler by the minute. However, since the knights refrained from pressing him further, he gradually relaxed, handling the tableware with increasing ease.


  It seemed the tension was dissipating, perhaps aided by the effects of alcohol. Eileen’s father, who had been quite indulgent with both food and drink, suddenly inquired as he took a bite of fried squid in tomato sauce.


  “Did you make this?”


  When Eileen answered affirmatively, her father clicked his tongue.


  “Somehow it tastes so… good…”


  Before he could finish his sentence, a loud bang erupted, like thunder. Michele pounded the table with her fist, fork in hand, causing the baron to startle and drop his utensils.


  “This is divine! Baron, shall I send you to heaven so you can truly savor it? Shall I?”


  “Michele.”


  Lotan’s stern voice cut through the tension. Senon also firmly grasped Michele’s forearm, which she had placed on the table.


  “Oh, uh, sorry.”


  Michele nonchalantly apologized, her lips pursed. Though her demeanor lacked remorse, Lotan chose not to pursue the matter further.


  Yet, following her bold declaration, Michele grew more hesitant and muttered.


  “Well, everyone has their own taste… It’s delicious to me.”


  Observing the situation, it became evident that it would be best if the baron departed soon. Calmly, Eileen broached the topic to her restless father, who seemed as uncomfortable as if he were sitting on thorns.


  “By the way, didn’t you mention having an appointment today?”


  “Oh, right, yes, I did have one. An appointment.”


  Her father promptly rose from his seat, nearly toppling the chair backward in his haste. Lotan and Diego swiftly reached out from either side to steady the wobbling chair.


  “Thank you. Th-thank you for the enjoyable meal. I have an appointment with a friend, so I must take my leave…”


  With hurried farewells, her father dashed out of the room. As he hurriedly exited the brick house, the atmosphere became even warmer.


  After finishing the meal and sharing some drinks, the group engaged in lighthearted conversations, veering away from battlefield topics. The news of Diego’s decision to adopt a stray cat he encountered on the street added to the relaxed ambiance.


  “Miss Eileen.”


  Lotan’s solemn tone pierced the air, prompting everyone to fall silent.


  “His Majesty the Emperor wishes to meet with you.”


  Eileen froze momentarily before reacting with a startled expression.


  “T-the Emperor!?”


  “Yes. His Majesty wishes to meet with you privately, without informing the Duke.”


  Lotan calmly elaborated that the Emperor had discreetly made this request of him. Michele, who had been listening silently, suddenly raised her hand.


  “Wait a minute. If His Majesty insisted on secrecy, why are you telling us about it here?”


  Lotan replied with a blunt expression.


  “Because I refuse to be the only one reprimanded by His Excellency.”


  The other three knights were caught off guard by Lotan’s strategy and let out a collective groan. Michele, seizing Lotan by the collar, exclaimed,


  “You cunning b*stard…!”


  Unable to curse in front of Eileen, she expressed her frustration with piercing glares. Diego and Senon reacted similarly. Instead of grabbing Lotan like Michele, Diego clenched his fist in the air, while Senon held his forehead in his hand and released a deep sigh.


  As the knights grappled with their emotions in their own ways, Eileen struggled to comprehend the weight of the words laid upon her.


  ‘It was bound to come to this, I suppose.’


  Though she was startled almost to the point of fainting, it felt inevitable. She had encountered Leon, Cesare’s brother, several times already. As she frequented the palace, she naturally crossed paths with Leon as well.


  Though Leon and Cesare were twins, they differed greatly in many aspects. Unlike Cesare’s sharp and angular features, Leon possessed softer facial contours.


  His eyes held a gentler gaze, and his physique was somewhat leaner. In terms of personality, while Cesare exuded rationality and composure, Leon was the antithesis, displaying emotional and delicate tendencies.


  Occasionally, when they met in the palace, Leon would offer Eileen sweet treats and engage in playful banter with her.


  However,they hadn’t encountered each other since the Emperor’s demise and the ensuing power struggle for the throne. If she were to meet him now, it would truly mark a significant reunion.


  The reason for meeting secretly one-on-one was probably because of…


  ‘The impending marriage to the Duke, I suppose.’


  Eileen swallowed hard, feeling her heart pound with tension.


  Leon had once harbored fondness for her when they were children, but that was because she was merely a cherished “child” to him. It remained uncertain whether he would extend the same warmth now that she was to become his “wife.”


  Yet, she couldn’t reject the Emperor’s summons. With a heart heavy with apprehension, Eileen responded.


  “I will comply, Sir Lotan.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  When she entered the palace for the victory celebration, night had already fallen. At that time, her nerves had been too taut to fully take in her surroundings.


  Not much had changed since then, and Eileen trailed after Lotan like a wooden doll.


  He led her to an area reserved for nobles and authorized individuals, ensuring they encountered no other aristocrats along the way. After traversing the corridors diligently, they finally reached the audience chamber.


  ‘I’ve arrived…’


  She wished the procession could continue indefinitely, but alas, the path was too brief.


  As the door to the audience chamber swung open, a man stood bathed in sunlight streaming through a large window. He appeared somewhat apprehensive as he paced back and forth, but upon catching sight of Eileen, he greeted her warmly.


  “Lady Elrod.”


  The door clicked shut behind them. With Eileen now poised to meet the Emperor alone, she mentally recited the palace etiquette to ready herself.


  “I-I greet the Emperor.”


  Her voice quivered slightly from nerves, but it remained proper. At the sound of her anxious tone, Leon chuckled.


  “There’s no need to be so frightened. Please, have a seat.”


  However, once Eileen settled, Leon broached a topic that instantly heightened her anxiety.


  “Do you harbor any resentment toward the Traon Empire?”


  Before she could formulate a response, he asked another question.


  “Has Cesare ever requested to kill about half of the Empire’s citizens?”


  “…What?!”


  ***




  Chapter 32


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The revelation drained the life from Eileen. Stunned and flustered, she blurted out a desperate denial. “No, never! Absolutely not! The thought wouldn’t even dare cross my mind. As a loyal citizen of the Empire, I only ever wish for Traon’s glory…”


  “Of course not, right?”


  Leon watched Eileen’s panicked babbling, a furrow etching itself between his brows. A thoughtful hum escaped his lips as he rubbed his chin, his gaze locked on her face. After a long, tense moment, a faint smile played on his lips.


  “Well, the Lady Elrod I know wouldn’t do that.”


  ‘Then why did you ask…?’


  Eileen choked back the retort she longed to unleash at the Emperor. Tears welled in her eyes as she met Leon’s gaze. His words echoed in her mind, a tangled mess of accusations: resentment towards the Empire, a massacre, and a desperate plea for Cesare’s help.


  When putting these significant pieces together, it seemed like Cesare had told Leon some strange story. As Eileen barely managed to process this, Leon offered her tea.


  Eileen’s hands trembled as she reached for the cup. Her nerves were so raw she could barely distinguish the tea from the air, downing the bitter liquid without milk or sugar.


  Having delivered his initial blow, Leon unhurriedly added sugar to his own cup. His voice, when he spoke, was deceptively casual. “You’ve changed a great deal, Lady Elrod. It’s been… four years, hasn’t it? Since we last met?”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. Four years.”


  When Eileen quickly answered, Leon smiled again, amused by something. With a gentle voice, he delivered a sharp remark.


  “You must have resented me a lot during that time.”


  “…No.”


  Eileen’s denial stumbled out, delayed and weak. The truth, a heavy weight in her chest, contradicted her hesitant reply. Shame burned in her cheeks under Leon’s unwavering gaze.


  Her resentment towards Leon stemmed from Cesare. Even though Leon had ascended to the throne of the nation, he had dispatched his brother, who had made the greatest contributions to the throne, to the battlefield.


  Three years ago, when Cesare’s deployment was decided. Eileen had read the news in the newspaper.


  Upon reading the article announcing the Grand Duke’s deployment, Eileen desperately wanted to meet Cesare. However, there was no way to do so. She anxiously waited for Cesare to summon her or visit her.


  As time passed, her anxiety grew. She checked the calendar dozens of times each day, and at night, she lay awake for hours, hoping she might see him the next day.


  And the day before departure…


  The moment she saw the military vehicle stop in front of the garden, Eileen dropped everything and ran out immediately. But it wasn’t Cesare who stepped out of the vehicle; it was Lotan.


  “Where is His Excellency the Grand Duke…?”


  “I’m sorry. He is too busy with the preparations for the deployment to spare any time.”


  Hearing that Lotan had come to greet her on Cesare’s behalf made her heart break. Crying, Eileen clung to Lotan, begging him to let her see Cesare, just once, just for a moment.


  Feeling awkward but sympathetic, Lotan finally agreed to her plea and took Eileen to where Cesare was.


  It wasn’t the Imperial palace, nor was it the Grand Duke’s residence. It was an unfamiliar house. Eileen had no idea where she was. She just sobbed uncontrollably and pounded on the door of the house where Cesare was.


  “Your Excellency! It’s Eileen. Please open the door.”


  But Cesare didn’t open the door. No matter how much Eileen cried and pleaded, not a single word came from inside.


  She couldn’t let him go like this.


  Every newspaper was abuzz with the news. They detailed how dangerous and disadvantageous this war was and how powerful the army of the Kingdom of Kalpen was.


  They reported that the Imperial Army, weakened by the civil war, could no longer be expected to achieve the glory of the past, and that hoping for a miracle was the only option left.


  The tabloids mocked the arrogant Grand Duke, predicting that this time he would suffer a crushing defeat, and some even suggested that preparations for a royal funeral should begin in advance.


  Everyone spoke of his impending death.


  “No… Please don’t go…”


  Eileen pounded on the door until her hands were bruised and bloody, crying until she fainted. Lotan carried the collapsed Eileen back to her home. Then came the deployment.


  Despite Cesare having doted on her so much, he left without showing his face even once. Only Eileen was left behind, living in daily torment as she thought of Cesare, who had gone to the battlefield.


  Each morning began with a frantic search for the newspaper. Her eyes scanned the pages, desperately seeking any mention of Cesare or the war. Good news brought a fleeting euphoria, quickly replaced by gnawing anxiety. Any hint of trouble plunged her into a despair that paralyzed her entire day


  She often had nightmares of reading an article stating that Cesare had died in battle along with his knights. On such days, she would cry and write letters to Cesare. She discarded several sheets of paper smudged with ink before finally finishing a letter.


  She desperately hoped for a reply, even just once. But, just as he had left her so heartlessly, Cesare sent no reply.


  At that time, Eileen thought she wanted to give up on her unrequited love. It was too painful; she wanted to rip her heart out and throw it far away.


  But her feelings had already taken root in her heart and grown throughout her entire being. Cesare was her foundation and core. To uproot her unrequited love would mean cutting off her own life. Such was the depth of her affection, grown deeply since she was ten years old.


  Faced with a relentless tide of despair, Eileen retreated. The letters stopped, their unanswered pleas a constant ache in her heart. Newspapers became a weekly ritual, a single dose of information both dreaded and craved. She restricted her thoughts of Cesare to just before falling asleep.  Setting boundaries, she managed to live somehow, waiting for the day Cesare would return to the capital.


  To distract herself from thoughts of Cesare, Eileen began researching painkillers. She wanted to become someone useful to Cesare, someone who might receive a response from him. Her desire for recognition drove her to the point of experimenting with op!um.


  When news of victory arrived, she cried tears of joy. She thought she would finally meet him, but then she heard that Cesare had set up camp on a nearby plain instead of returning to the capital.


  She hoped this time he would come to see her, or at least send a letter. But Cesare made no contact.


  Then, suddenly, he came to her research lab, and they met again.


  “I tried to dissuade the Grand Duke.”


  Lost in her memories, Eileen was brought back to the present by the voice. She scolded herself for letting her mind wander in the presence of the Emperor.


  Leon pushed a plate of cookies towards her and continued speaking.


  “As his older brother, it was natural to try and stop him from going to a place where he might die. Isn’t that right? But despite my efforts, he insisted on going.”


  As the Emperor, it was a gamble with his life. The civil war had just ended, and now Cesare, a pillar of the Imperial power, led the Imperial Army to battle.


  This war had to be more than an ordinary victory; it needed to be a decisive triumph. If they failed to completely subdue and absorb Kalpen, the resources and manpower expended in the war could result in a backlash. The Empire’s nobles were just waiting for an opportunity to seize power from the royal family.


  And Cesare returned to the Empire with an unprecedented victory.


  “Cesare must have wanted to protect Traon. The Traon where you, Eileen, reside.”


  Eileen wanted to argue with the Emperor. How could he risk his life just for someone like her?


  “Congratulations on your engagement, Lady Elrod.”


  But what could she say to someone offering such a calm congratulations? She merely offered a small word of thanks. Eileen took another sip of the bitter tea.


  “You might have noticed it yourself.”


  Leon’s blue eyes quietly observed Eileen. Though they were a different color from Cesare’s, the sharp gaze was unmistakably similar between the brothers.


  “My brother has seemed a bit… changed lately. I wondered if you might know something about it, which is why I called you here.”


  Eileen was aware that Cesare had changed, but she had nothing to offer Leon.


  At best, she could mention that Cesare seemed a bit more impulsive. But that wasn’t the kind of information Leon was looking for.


  Or maybe he used to see me just as a child, but now…


  As Eileen tried to avoid blushing at the memories of the night, she was interrupted by a sudden click.


  The audience chamber door opened without any knock. After pushing it wide open, the man lightly knocked on it.


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare said with a twisted smile.


  “Why are you here? Leaving your husband lonely.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 33


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  He stood at the doorway, a stark figure in a dark blue frock coat. Military regulations mandated uniforms within the palace walls – an edict Cesare himself had implemented to bolster the army’s image. Their success on the battlefield had seen a surge in recruitment, a testament to that strategy. Yet, here he stood, a symbol of the Empire out of uniform. This was no official visit.


  



  Perhaps this wasn’t on the Grand Duke’s schedule today…


  



  Eileen stared at him blankly. Cesare looked at Eileen as he slowly walked inside. He paused near the sofa, his red eyes fixed on Eileen.


  



  “Not doing it today?”


  



  Eileen blinked in confusion, not understanding his question. He added with a slight smirk.


  



  “Not saying I’m not your husband yet.”


  



  Her face flushed at the man’s casual use of the word “husband.” But the embarrassment was only hers.


  



  Cesare settled beside her, the intimacy unexpected, like an unspoken agreement between them. His arm, draped casually across the sofa back, brushed the edge of her shoulder. Eileen flinched, the touch a spark against a raw nerve. This was the first time she’d seen him since their tangled encounter, yet bathed in the midday sun, he appeared the same: an embodiment of unattainable beauty. It was hard to believe he was the same person she had such scandalous memories of.


  



  “Oh dear, I’ve been found out too quickly.”


  



  Leon burst into a hearty laugh. He shook his head as if in resignation, then tilted his head playfully and asked,


  



  “Is Sir Lotan still alive?”


  



  “Well, that depends on how you answer from now on, brother.”


  



  Cesare’s reply, laced with a chilling edge, landed more like a threat than a jest. Leon, his brow furrowed, poured Cesare a cup of tea himself, a murmur escaping his lips that spoke of unease. Eileen, finally registering the tea set prepared for three, realized with a jolt that Leon had anticipated Cesare’s visit. Yet, Cesare ignored his own cup, opting instead to take Eileen’s. With a practiced hand, he discarded the lukewarm tea, refilled it, and meticulously added sugar and milk–preparing it exactly how Eileen liked it.


  



  He set the mug, brimming with milky tea, in front of Eileen. Then, with a practiced flick of his wrist, he speared a muffin and offered it to her. Eileen, caught off guard, hesitated. But Cesare’s attention wasn’t on her. His gaze remained fixed on Leon, a challenge simmering in its depths. He splashed a generous amount of brandy into his own cup and finally spoke.


  



  “Why did you call Eileen?”


  



  “I have questions to ask.”


  



  “Is there something you need to ask her that you couldn’t ask me?”


  



  “I could say the same to you.”


  



  With a deliberate clink, Leon set his teacup down loudly. The Emperor, having intentionally breached etiquette, looked calmly at his brother.


  



  “She seems to know nothing.”


  



  Eileen, holding the fork with the muffin, blinked in confusion. Cesare glanced at Eileen, noticing she hadn’t touched the muffin or the tea. He tilted his chin towards her. Reflexively, Eileen opened her mouth and took a bite of the muffin. After chewing and swallowing, Cesare gestured towards the teacup next. Eileen quickly picked up the cup and drank. Unlike before, the tea was sweet and smooth, sliding down her throat effortlessly.


  The quality of the tea leaves in the palace was exquisite, making even the sweetness taste refined. Momentarily lost in the delightful flavor, Eileen quickly regained her composure and began to gauge the situation again.


  



  At that moment, Cesare suddenly turned towards Eileen.


  



  “…!”


  



  Eileen held her breath. The sudden closeness brought a cool scent from him, reminiscent of a forest drenched in early morning dew—chilly yet refreshing. A black leather-gloved hand brushed her lips. Cesare nonchalantly wiped away the muffin crumbs from her lips and then sat back. Eileen’s cheeks burned, a blush creeping up her neck, threatening to engulf her entire face. He settled back, unfazed, taking a leisurely sip of tea. All the while, Eileen felt like a fragile ornament, a single touch away from shattering.


  



  “You…”


  



  Witnessing the scene, Leon let out a wry laugh as if in disbelief. Cesare simply raised one eyebrow in response.


  



  “My mistake, my mistake.”


  



  Leon muttered in a resigned tone and looked at Eileen. He offered a polite apology to her, who was still blushing bright red.


  



  “I apologize if I startled you, Lady Elrod. I only wish to become better acquainted with you.”


  



  “Th-thank you.”


  



  Caught off guard, Eileen responded with a thank you, which made Leon laugh again. It was hard to understand what he found so amusing.


  



  “Shall we have a little chat?”


  At Leon’s request, Cesare glanced at Eileen. Leon quickly added.


  



  “Lady Eileen, please allow me to show you my private garden.”


  



  Nodding eagerly at the intriguing suggestion, Eileen was grateful for any opportunity to leave this tense room. 


  



  Realising her actions might breach etiquette, she quickly added, “My apologies,” which made Leon laugh once more.


  



  “Take a short look around.”


  



  Cesare escorted Eileen to the door of the audience chamber, quietly adding.


  



  “This time, don’t leave your husband behind.”


  



  He gently caressed her cheek before letting her go. Finally free from the suffocating room, Eileen let out a deep breath. A footman, waiting outside the chamber, bowed respectfully to her.


  



  “Allow me to escort you to the garden.”


  



  Eileen followed the footman, passing through the corridor they had walked through earlier in reverse. The central courtyard was filled with rare flowers and trees, catching her curious eyes, but there was a sudden acrid smell—the scent of tobacco.


  



  ‘Who would be smoking in the Emperor’s palace?’


  



  Her curiosity piqued, she glanced around, trying to locate the source of the smell.


  



  The footman suddenly stopped and bowed his head. Eileen, who was walking behind him, peered around to see what had caused the interruption.


  



  “…!”


  A gasp escaped Eileen’s lips. A woman of breathtaking beauty stood in the doorway. Her hair, a cascade of shimmering platinum blonde, framed eyes the color of the palest spring leaves. Her skin, flawless and translucent, stretched taut over slender shoulders that begged for a protective embrace. This could only be one woman in the capital – the woman whose ethereal beauty had graced countless magazine covers.


  



  [With her pure and innocent appearance, she is the proud flower of the Empire. The nickname ‘The Lily of Traon’ is truly fitting for her.]


  



  This was Ornella von Farbellini, Ornella von Farbellini, the breathtakingly beautiful daughter of Duke Farbellini and, more importantly, Emperor Leon’s betrothed. A cloud of ambiguity hung over their prolonged engagement, whispers swirling through the court. Back when Leon was a mere prince, lacking influence and power, no noble family dared gamble on their future by offering their daughters.


  



  Once Leon became Emperor, Ornella expressed her desire to connect her family to the Imperial House. Given the instability of the Imperial power at the time, Duke Farbellini strongly opposed his daughter’s wish. He didn’t want his only daughter to tread a dangerous path. However, Ornella was so earnest in her plea that he reluctantly began marriage negotiations with the Imperial family.


  



  For the Imperial family, which needed to strengthen its power, there was no reason to refuse such a marriage proposal.


  



  Originally, Ornella had hoped to marry Cesare. However, Cesare declined due to his impending departure for the front lines, leading to her engagement to Leon instead.


  Yet, Leon postponed the marriage. He couldn’t celebrate a royal wedding while his brother was away at war.


  



  Duke Farbellini, knowing that it would be advantageous to break off the engagement if Cesare lost, readily agreed to Leon’s proposal to delay the wedding.


  



  Now that Cesare had achieved a stunning victory, Ornella was in the midst of preparing for the wedding. As it was the Emperor’s royal wedding, no detail could be overlooked, and it was scheduled for the coming spring.


  Ornella was destined to become the most noble woman in the Empire, the center of high society in the capital, admired and revered by all nobility. Compared to her, Eileen felt an almost embarrassing gap in status and significance.


  



  Ornella, noticing the footman and Eileen, gave a gentle nod. Her presence was commanding yet graceful, embodying the very essence of nobility.


  



  “Good afternoon,” she greeted softly, her voice as delicate as her appearance. 


  



  “Are you also here to see His Majesty?”


  



  Eileen, caught off guard, quickly curtsied, feeling a surge of inadequacy. 


  



  “Good afternoon, Lady Farbellini. Yes, I was just being shown to the garden.”


  



  Ornella’s smile was warm, erasing some of Eileen’s apprehensions. 


  



  “The garden is lovely this time of year. I’m sure you will enjoy it.”


  



  With that, Ornella gracefully stepped aside, allowing Eileen and the footman to continue their way. As they passed by, Eileen couldn’t help but glance back at the woman who was soon to become the Empress, her heart a mix of admiration and an inexplicable sense of sorrow.


  



  Eileen, feeling flustered, clumsily followed the footman’s lead and attempted to show proper manners. She bowed her head slightly and then lifted it again. By the time she did, Ornella still hadn’t reacted.


  



  “…”


  



  Ornella looked at Eileen with a blank expression. Her transparent, light green eyes gave Eileen a blatantly scrutinizing look. Ornella shifted her gaze to the footman and asked.


  



  “Who is she?”


  



  “She is Eileen Elrod of the Elrod Barony.” 


  



  Ornella responded with a short, dismissive hum and then slowly approached Eileen. Eileen wanted to hide behind the footman, but he quickly stepped aside, leaving her exposed.


  



  Ornella stared at Eileen intently while taking a drag from her cigarette. She then blew the smoke directly into Eileen’s face. Eileen, caught off guard, started coughing uncontrollably. 


  



  Ornella giggled as she watched Eileen struggle.


  



  “Congratulations on your marriage?” 


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 34


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Struggling to regain her composure amidst the smoke, tears welled up in Eileen’s eyes as she managed to respond.


  



  “Th-thank you…”


  



  Despite smoking being common among soldiers and the Grand Duke’s knights, Eileen had never encountered the smell of tobacco before. As a result, those around her, including Cesare, who occasionally smoked, would refrain from the habit for hours before meeting her. Their attentiveness stemmed from their knowledge of her aversion to smoking. 


  



  This encounter marked the first time in Eileen’s life that she’d been directly exposed to smoke. Despite witnessing Eileen’s distress, Ornella continued smoking. Feeling overwhelmed by the smoke and intimidated by Ornella, Eileen wanted to escape as quickly as possible. She hurriedly tried to excuse herself, “Then…”


  



  “Ah, wait a moment,” Ornella interrupted.


  



  As Eileen turned to leave, Ornella raised a hand, halting their departure. Eileen and the footman could only wait patiently.


  Trapped in the acrid smoke, Eileen’s coughs rasped in her constricted throat. Ornella, meanwhile, leisurely lit another cigarette. With a dismissive flick of her wrist, she tossed the spent butt onto the floor. The ever-observant footman retrieved it with a handkerchief. Only then did Ornella, finally brushing off her clothes, turn to Eileen.


  Strangely captivated, Eileen found herself drawn to Ornella’s smile. It bloomed like a flower pushing through cracked pavement, beautiful despite the harsh environment. In that moment, a peculiar thought bloomed in Eileen’s mind: ‘This woman is a Lily.’ Eileen thought to herself, considering how fitting the nickname “Lily of Traon” seemed for Ornella. 


  Ornella leaned in, her face inches away from Eileen’s.


  



  “Does the plainness reveal itself a little more clearly now?”


  



  Surprised by the unexpected gesture as Ornella reached for her bangs, Eileen instinctively took a step back.


  



  “Were you startled? I’m sorry,” Ornella said, a hint of a smirk playing on her lips.


  



  “Utterly baffling, wouldn’t you agree, Miss Eileen? Why His Excellency would choose you…” Ornella’s voice dripped with amusement. “Marrying out of pity? That’s quite a stretch, wouldn’t you say?” 


  



  Ornella paused, her perfectly sculpted brows knitting together as she gave Eileen a pointed once-over. Suddenly, Eileen became acutely aware of her attire. Neat enough, Eileen thought, a flicker of doubt creeping in as she compared her simple dress to Ornella’s likely designer attire. Eileen’s dress, crafted from a fabric that felt more like rough twine than silk, consisted of only a few, faded ribbons.


  



  In stark contrast, Ornella’s dress announced itself with a whisper of wealth. Made from a material that shimmered like moonlight on a calm lake, it flowed around her form with a life of its own.


  



  Moreover, Ornella emitted a pleasant fragrance. The scent, a captivating blend of flowers that almost danced with the lingering tobacco smoke.


  



  Eileen remembered the moment she had placed the clock box on the Grand Duke’s sofa. It was a terribly mismatched, shabby box.


  



  “It must be tough for you too, Miss Eileen. A marriage between different social classes should be handled delicately… Have you prepared the dowry?”


  



  “Uh…”


  



  Eileen was rendered speechless. It was a problem she hadn’t even considered. Unless she was being sold off, brides were generally expected to prepare a dowry.


  



  Of course, Eileen’s marriage was somewhat involuntary, but it was still with the Grand Duke himself. She couldn’t just go empty-handed.


  Looking at Eileen’s pale face, Ornella clicked her tongue as if she found it annoying.


  



  “Your mother passed away, and you have no suitable noble connections. I guess no one taught you even these basic things.”


  



  Her words were painfully accurate. Nobody had taught Eileen about the realities of marriage. She had just been thinking vaguely about getting married, without actively considering the preparations. She had barely even thought about how to handle her father.


  



  “This is a big problem. Oh, and come to think of it, you haven’t even received a ring yet. Doesn’t seem like things are progressing properly.”


  



  Ornella exclaimed in surprise as she looked at Eileen’s empty left hand. Eileen quickly covered her left hand with her right, feeling ashamed.


  



  “Well, I happen to need a new maid.”


  



  Ornella grabbed the ribbon on Eileen’s dress. With gloved hands, she pulled on the ribbon, and it came undone easily.


  



  Eileen watched as the ribbon Ornella pulled came apart messily. Ornella dropped it as if she had touched something dirty, then tucked her hands away.


  



  “I’ll make sure you’re compensated properly.”


  



  Eileen bit her lip. She could feel the awkward gaze of the attendant beside her.


  



  Being a lady-in-waiting to the Empress was an honorable position, a dream for any noble girl. Yet, for Eileen, it felt like a slap in the face, a blatant insult highlighting the abyss between her meager circumstances and the grandeur of the Grand Duchess’ court. Being a lady-in-waiting, a position coveted by every noble girl, was a cruel reminder of the poverty that clung to Baron Elrod’s name, a stark contrast to the life that awaited her as Grand Duchess of Erzet. The comparison to a lady-in-waiting felt like a cruel joke, a gilded cage for someone whose beauty was as unattainable as a lily blooming in a barren wasteland. But this was likely to happen more often in the future. Eileen steeled herself, the bargain struck. From the moment she agreed to become the Grand Duchess of Erzet, she had resolved to navigate this new world, whatever trials it may bring.


  



  Facing it was more distressing than expected, but Eileen managed to hold herself together. She furrowed her brow to hold back tears and then mustered up some courage to respond timidly.


  



  “Thank you for your consideration. But… I’ll manage.”


  



  “Accepting help when you’re struggling isn’t something to be ashamed of, Miss Eileen.”


  



  But hearing the lecture about her naivety made her lips seal shut again.


  



  ‘What am I going to do about the dowry…’


  



  Even if she sold the brick house and all the potions in her laboratory, it wouldn’t come close to a dowry befitting a Grand Duke’s bride. And her laboratory was still off-limits, not that she could enter it anyway.


  



  As Eileen’s shoulders slumped further, Ornella’s voice suddenly softened.


  



  “Lady Elrod. If you ever need anything, just let me know. I’ll help however I can. We’re family now, after all, part of the same royal household.”


  



  Puzzled by the sudden kindness, Eileen quickly understood. The sound of sturdy footsteps approached from behind. Even just the sound of the leisurely footsteps revealed who it was.


  



  “Your Excellency Grand Duke Erzet!”


  



  Cesare was walking through the hall. He was just walking along the colonnade, but perhaps it was the way his coattails billowed in the wind that made him impossible to ignore. His uniform was impressive, but even his coat suited him perfectly.


  As Eileen stared blankly, Ornella walked confidently toward Cesare. She looked deeply moved.


  



  “It’s been three years. Have you been well?”


  



  “It’s been a while, Lady Farbellini.”


  



  Cesare greeted her briefly, and Ornella’s cheeks turned slightly pink. She looked adorable. Eileen watched her from behind. The excited look in her eyes, the raised voice, and the shy gestures all revealed it.


  



  ‘Ornella likes Cesare.’


  



  It was only natural since she had originally wanted Cesare for her betrothal. Eileen could somewhat understand Ornella’s feelings. It must have been frustrating to see someone you used to love with someone as insignificant as her.


  



  Eileen would have likely felt quite displeased if she had heard the news that Cesare was marrying someone like her.


  



  Ornella and Cesare together made quite the picture. They were both so stunningly beautiful that it was almost startling.


  



  Feeling like a blemish on a perfect picture, Eileen watched them. Ornella pulled out a handkerchief to cover her mouth. Turning her head slightly, she coughed softly and then apologized.


  



  “Sorry. I think I underdressed a bit. The weather today is chillier than I expected…”


  



  She trailed off in a soft whisper. Cesare’s direct action of unbuttoning his frock coat was the reason. But Ornella’s eyes, which had been filled with anticipation, quickly turned bewildered.


  



  “Eileen.”


  He called out to her as he took off his coat. He waited until she hesitantly approached him, then draped the coat over her shoulders.


  



  The ample coat enveloped her. Eileen looked up at him, still in a daze, as Cesare adjusted his slightly disheveled cuffs and spoke.


  



  “Put it on. It’s cold.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  In the frock coat, Cesare’s scent lingered, the same fragrance Eileen had encountered in the Emperor’s Throne Room earlier. The discomfort from the smell of tobacco dissipated, replaced by a comforting sensation in her nose.


  Eileen cautiously adjusted the hem of the coat, its texture feeling soft and warm in her hands, likely due to Cesare’s lingering warmth within it.


  Not content with how Eileen wore it, Cesare adjusted the coat once more, gently wrapping it around her. Then, tapping Eileen’s nose with his finger, he asked, “The garden?”


  “Not yet…”


  “Why not yet?”


  Cesare glanced at the footman, who had been guiding Eileen. The footman stashed the handkerchief wrapped around the cigarette butt and reported.


  “The delay was due to the two of them engaging in conversation.”


  His tone was rigidly formal, as if he were addressing a soldier. Admiration and respect shone in the footman’s eyes, as if conversing with Cesare was an honor.


  Typically, maids and servants were divided into several ranks, with assistants often held by high-ranking nobles. Those overseeing such tasks were usually nobles of middling rank or below.


  Cesare was renowned for his practice of recruiting talent regardless of social status. His closest knights hailed from common birth, having earned knighthood and ascended to nobility.


  People admired, respected, and even harbored expectations of Cesare. Perhaps they nurtured hopes that they, too, might catch his eye and ascend in the world.


  Cesare cast a brief glance at the footman, whose eyes sparkled with admiration, and chuckled softly.


  “Engaging in conversation indeed.”


  As the footman’s eyes, tinted with reddish pupils, narrowed, he immediately cast his gaze downward. He dared not meet Cesare’s gaze.


  With no intention of pressing the weak further, Cesare simply issued a brief command. “Escort Lady Farbellini outside,” he instructed, his expression indifferent. “She seems to have lost her way.”


  Everyone knew it was an absurd statement, but there was no one present who dared to challenge the Grand Duke’s words. Ornella, the Emperor’s betrothed, was still just Lady Farbellini.


  Ornella didn’t show anger or resentment. Instead, she simply pressed her lips together in silence, her eyelashes quivering slightly, as if she was holding back tears.


  “Your Grace Erzet,” Ornella addressed Cesare, clutching her handkerchief tightly, her voice trembling. “I am relieved to see you in good health. During your campaign, I prayed for you every day, without fail.” She managed a weak smiled. “Still, since you have returned safely, it seems that the Lord has heard my prayers. I shall take my leave now.”


  Bowing slightly, Ornella elegantly addressed the footman in a graceful voice.


  “May I request your guidance?”


  She looked as delicate as a wilted lily. The attendant, momentarily forgetting his earlier discomfort, responded with sympathetic eyes.


  “Of course, Lady Farbellini.”


  As Ornella departed with the attendant, only Eileen and Cesare remained in the hall.


  Eileen glanced up at Cesare softly, and their eyes met. Cesare returned her gaze with a faint smile and asked, “Shall we go see the plants?”


  But Eileen whispered weakly, “I’m sorry…”


  She always seemed to be apologizing to him. If only she could be more confident. Since meeting Ornella, she had lost all her confidence, feeling as though she could disappear into the ground at any moment.


  Without much reaction to his suggestion of going to see the plants, Cesare immediately understood the reason.


  “You must have heard some unnecessary words from Ornella.”


  Yet, they weren’t unnecessary words. Thanks to Ornella, she had become aware of the reality she hadn’t realized before. She actually owed her a word of gratitude.


  “Your Grace…” Eileen hesitated as she made her request to him. “Would you mind opening the door to the laboratory for me?”


  Just the thought of the dowry made her feel overwhelmed. The situation differed from when she almost married a foreign noble. Back then, it was about a man struggling to find a bride and paying money to acquire one.


  But now, she was marrying the most admired husband in the Empire. Marrying Cesare, who had no flaws, meant she couldn’t just sit back and do nothing. She had to show some signs of effort.


  For now, she devised a plan to sell the medicines in the laboratory and some expensive tools to raise money.


  Despite realizing she might have had a bit more flexibility had she not purchased the platinum pocket watch, it was a gift she truly desired to give, so she chose not to dwell on regrets.


  ‘I’m sure you’ll understand if it’s a little lacking, right?’


  The marriage had been decided abruptly, with Cesare strongly pushing for it, so Eileen hoped he would be understanding if she couldn’t provide everything.


  However, the problem lay in how to deliver the dowry. Typically, it was customary for the bride’s father to deliver it to the groom’s father. In Eileen and Cesare’s case, Baron Elrod would have to deliver it directly to Duke Erzet himself.


  ‘But can I trust my father?’


  There was a possibility that he would lay his hands on the dowry that she had barely scraped together. Even if he couldn’t take all of it because he feared Cesare, he could still easily pocket some. She didn’t even know if the already pitiful amount would remain intact.


  The more she thought about it, the more daunting it became, especially with the wedding approaching quickly.


  ‘I wouldn’t have had these worries if I was Lady Ornella.’


  She envied Ornella’s sturdy family background. Eileen tried not to be jealous of Ornella and anxiously awaited Cesare’s response.


  For some reason, Cesare didn’t respond right away. Eileen nervously stared at his lips until Cesare slowly opened his mouth.


  “I was planning to open it after we got married.”


  “Oh, uh, I was in a hurry…”


  “Why the rush?”


  “Because there are customers waiting. Some of them are sick, you know.”


  In truth, there were hardly any urgent cases among their regular customers. She had already prepared some headache medicine for Mr. Luca, the clock merchant, whose supply had run out.


  But with the sudden urgency, excuses poured out effortlessly.


  “The medicines I make are quite effective, you see. So some people prefer only mine. They say the others aren’t as effective… Oh, I’m not bragging, just relaying what I’ve heard from customers.”


  Despite her earnest efforts to justify herself, Cesare listened silently, offering little reaction. Unable to think of anything more to say, Eileen looked up at Cesare with pleading eyes.


  “Is it still too difficult?”


  Her hands automatically came together politely as she spoke. Cesare stared down at Eileen for a moment, then furrowed his brow slightly.


  “Take off your glasses.”


  For reasons she couldn’t fathom, she quickly complied and handed him her glasses. Then, unexpectedly, he reached out and brushed Eileen’s bangs aside.


  “Ah.”


  Their eyes met without any barriers. Cesare’s figure filled her field of vision cleanly. Eileen took in a surprised breath, feeling her chest swell slightly.


  He slowly cupped her cheek. As his gloved hand made contact, a slight shiver ran down Eileen’s body, a tingling sensation coursing through her spine.


  Since she was young, Cesare often used to stroke her hair or touch her cheeks affectionately, as if caring for a cute child.


  But now, it felt so different, perhaps because she knew what else those hands could do,  how they could ruthlessly torment her in the most intimate places…


  A memory flared – a fleeting glimpse from the night. Eileen’s lips unconsciously parted, a sliver of pink peeking out. Cesare seized the moment, his kiss landing softly.


  He explored Eileen’s palate with a languid sweep of his tongue, drawing a gasp from her. Her waist dipped instinctively as his grip tightened, a delicious captivity. He teased her with playful strokes, mapping every sensitive corner of her mouth before finally releasing her, a slow, deliberate retreat.


  Eileen met his gaze, chest heaving. Bewilderment warred with a nascent desire in her eyes. She couldn’t decipher the sudden shift, the unexpected turn their encounter had taken.


  “Why, why…”


  “Why can’t you sing?” he whispered, licking his lips with his tongue as Eileen stuttered.


  “You’re good at talking nonsense, though.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 36


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The softly whispered voice was exquisite, sending shivers deep into her being. Eileen felt a tingling sensation in her stomach. She didn’t understand the connection between singing and kissing, but blushing, she earnestly replied to the question.


  



  “I’m tone-deaf…”


  



  In response, Cesare chuckled and lightly kissed her forehead.


  



  “Shall we go for a walk in the garden? There won’t be many visitors this way.”


  



  Visiting the Imperial Palace, where the Emperor resided, was rare, and even if they did, there would hardly be time to leisurely stroll through the gardens. Eileen agreed to Cesare’s suggestion to visit the garden.


  



  Her face remained exposed. Cesare had directly requested her to stay this way since there were hardly any people passing by at this time. He said he wanted to talk while looking into her eyes.


  



  Despite finding his unsettling gaze uncomfortable, for the sake of Cesare, who always spoke kindly, Eileen decided to show her face for a while.


  



  ‘If he shows even the slightest sign of displeasure, I can cover it up immediately.’


  



  She quickly grabbed her glasses to wear them when needed, then walked alongside him down the hallway. As they headed toward the garden, Eileen hesitated for a moment, then opened her lips.


  



  “Well, um… to be honest…”


  



  If she couldn’t open the closed door to her lab, there was no way she could come up with the dowry. She didn’t want to sell the brick house if possible; it was her mother’s legacy, and she also wanted to protect the orange trees in the garden.


  



  Therefore, she had no choice but to honestly reveal her predicament. With a feeling of wanting to hide in a mouse hole, Eileen confessed her circumstances.


  “I need to open the lab to arrange the dowry.”


  



  The moment Cesare stopped in his tracks, Eileen, who had been walking ahead without thinking, took a few steps forward before returning to him.


  



  Cesare had his face covered with his hand. His hand was large, and his face was comparatively small, so it seemed like his face was completely covered by one hand.


  



  After a moment of doing so, Cesare took a deep breath and then exhaled before lowering his hand.


  



  Eileen, who was looking at Cesare, became flustered. It was because his face was still filled with a smile that she hadn’t managed to erase. Cesare, with a smiling face, asked, “Who said such unnecessary things to you? Was it Ornella?”


  



  There was no point in denying it here. Eileen hesitated and replied, “I had forgotten about it, and she reminded me. So I’m starting to prepare from today.”


  



  Cesare responded as if he found the story amusing. “How much are you planning to bring?”


  



  Although she had a specific amount in mind, when it came time to say it to Cesare, it felt too modest. Eileen mumbled vaguely, “Um, as much as possible….”


  



  “Are you planning to sell op!um or something?”


  



  “No! No, not at all! It’s definitely not that. There are just some expensive tools used for research, so I thought of organizing them.”


  



  Eileen replied in a fluster while keeping an eye on Cesare’s reaction. She couldn’t understand the reason behind Cesare’s constant chuckles. Cesare chuckled softly and said something Eileen didn’t understand.


  



  “I’ve already received the dowry.”


  It was something Eileen had no idea about. She briefly thought if her father had paid the dowry in advance, but it seemed unlikely. It was far more convincing to think that a passing fairy cat had given the dowry instead.


  



  “I’m sorry, Your Grace. May I ask who gave Your Grace the dowry?”


  



  When she cautiously asked, Cesare suddenly reached out his hand. Startled by the hand reaching towards her chest, Eileen flinched, but Cesare put his hand into the pocket of his coat. Cesare showed Eileen a silver pocket watch with a mischievous grin.


  



  “From Lady Elrod.”


  



  “Your Grace…”


  



  Eileen called him softly. Just a platinum pocket watch as the dowry for Grand Duke Erszet’s marriage proposal. He seemed to overlook it out of pity, but it wasn’t nothing.


  



  “But, Your Grace, that’s…”


  



  “Should I change my name to ‘Your Grace’?”


  



  “Ce… Cesare.”


  



  She awkwardly moved her tongue to pronounce his name. Speaking names in broad daylight felt embarrassing for some reason. Eileen brushed off the strange thoughts in her head and continued.


  



  “It’s too little to consider as a dowry.”


  



  Cesare didn’t respond. The sun hid behind clouds, dimming the surroundings. In the midday shadow, the man wore a mysterious smile. At the sight of his beautiful smile, Eileen remembered the first time she realized his danger.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  He opened his mouth with a slow tone.


  



  “Before… I had the same watch. It was a keepsake of a death row inmate.”


  



  Just the fact that Cesare had a pinstripe platinum pocket watch was surprising, but to think it belonged to a convict…


  



  Many sought the belongings of convicts because they believed they brought luck. However, Cesare was never such a person. He despised unscientific things like superstition, astrology, and old legends.


  



  “It was broken, the hands didn’t move, but I treasured it…”


  



  His tone was light, as if it were nothing, yet it felt like he was carrying something heavy.


  



  “I had to use it to come back.”


  



  He chuckled deeply.


  



  “So, I destroyed it with my own hands, Eileen.”


  



  As if he had destroyed himself rather than the watch, Cesare grabbed Eileen’s wrist and pulled her into his embrace. His coat fell to the ground unnoticed by both.


  



  He lowered his head and whispered into Eileen’s ear.


  



  “But since you gave me the same watch as a gift, wouldn’t it be more precious than gold?”


  



  Eileen, who had been just listening, barely parted her lips to call his name.


  



  “Cesare…”


  



  “You don’t need to give a dowry anymore.”


  His grip tightened around Eileen. She felt a suffocating pain, unable to say anything. Despite the strong grip, Cesare spoke tenderly.


  



  “You’ve already given me too much.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  With a sigh, Ornella sank onto the sofa, nervously shaking her foot. Immediately, a maid hurried over, lifting the hem of her dress and removing her shoes. 


  



  Carefully placing the shoes aside, she firmly massaged Ornella’s foot clad in silk stockings.


  



  As Ornella extended her hand, another maid nearby removed her gloves, then handed her a lit cigarette prepared in advance.


  



  Ornella deeply inhaled the smoke, causing her cheeks to hollow out. Leaning back against the sofa’s backrest, she exhaled with a sigh, letting the smoke disperse.


  



  Normally, Ornella preferred thick cigars.


  



  However, smoking such thick cigars was considered unladylike behavior. Thus, she only smoked thin cigarettes outdoors.


  



  When the delicate-looking Ornella lightly exhaled smoke from her thin cigarette, men praised her for its unique charm, leaving them enchanted. Even she found it quite alluring.


  



  However, as the noble lady of the family, excessive smoking was not seen in a positive light, so she only smoked when she wanted to tempt someone.


  



  Upon hearing that Cesare had arrived, Ornella thought it was a good opportunity and hurriedly went over.


  



  “Hah!”


  Ornella let out a snort as she recalled her misfortune. She just couldn’t understand it logically.


  



  Ornella had known about Eileen Elrod for a long time. 


  



  The daughter of the nanny who raised Cesare. 


  



  Eileen, who was adored for her cuteness as a child while accompanying Cesare to the palace.


  



  Cesare’s biological mother was originally a palace maid. She spent a night with the Emperor but received no favor afterwards. However, by some stroke of luck, she became pregnant and gave birth to twin princes from that one night.


  



  Despite her admiration for Leon, Cesare’s striking features – raven hair and fiery eyes some found unsettling – held a magnetism for Ornella. It wasn’t a mere physical attraction, but a hidden allure that simmered beneath the surface. However, this fascination remained unrequited. In fact, Cesare deeply loathed Ornella.


  



  His biological mother never nursed him once, so it was no exaggeration to say that the nanny raised Cesare.


  



  Perhaps that’s why his current interest in the nanny’s daughter wasn’t considered unusual. Lineage, after all, remained paramount.


  



  But elevating a childhood companion, raised on kindness, to the position of Grand Duchess?


  



  Ornella couldn’t make sense of Cesare’s intentions at all. No, she didn’t even want to understand them.


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 37


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  A strangled cry escaped Ornella’s lips, shattering the serene bustle of the maids who continued their dusting, unfazed by her outburst. 


  



  Since the parade, she had sensed that something was amiss. How thrilled she had been when she heard that Cesare was holding a lily.


  



  Ornella was Traon’s Lily.


  



  Being presented with a lily amidst so many flowers, she naturally assumed it was a gift for her. Waiting with Leon for Cesare in front of the palace, she was ecstatic.


  



  But Cesare came empty-handed.


  



  Though she had heard he was holding a lily, she couldn’t fathom why he was empty-handed. Perhaps he had given it away to a child during the parade. She dismissed it.


  



  Later, upon learning the full story, Ornella smashed everything in her bedroom that day.


  



  [Suddenly, the Grand Duke, who had deviated from the parade, approached a woman.


  



  He handed her the lily he held. Everyone watching the parade envied the luck bestowed upon the woman.


  



  But that wasn’t the only surprising thing. The Grand Duke lightly touched the woman’s face. His gaze towards her was as gentle as a feather. Those who knew the Grand Duke’s indifference were astonished.


  



  The affectionate gaze that even the famed beauties of the court could not obtain…]


  



  The magazine article enraged Ornella. Learning that the lily, a token of his affection, had been bestowed upon the daughter of a mere nanny ignited a fiery anger within her. It was inconceivable that he would show interest in such a woman after discarding her.


  



  She clung to a thread of hope until the news of his marriage shattered her completely.


  News of Grand Duke Erzet’s marriage swept through the Empire, and whispers swirled about his bride, this “Eileen Elrod.” The revelation, instead of fueling her rage further, brought an odd sense of calm.


  



  Suddenly, Ornella felt compelled to learn more about Eileen Elrod. The information she procured was utterly ludicrous.


  



  The very idea that the soldiers, hardened by war, were captivated by some simple girl from the countryside was laughable. Despite her initial disbelief, seeing Eileen in person that day left her speechless. The woman, with her unflattering, heavy bangs and oversized glasses, wasn’t even the source of amusement Ornella expected.


  The world seemed to have lost its mind, and Ornella felt a strange sense of duty to restore some semblance of reason.


  Ornella had cultivated her image as the “Lily of Traon” for years, meticulously crafting her reputation as the queen of society. It was a role she’d earned through tireless work and strategic maneuvering behind the scenes. Now, faced with a new challenge, she steeled herself, determined to apply the same unwavering focus.


  



  After combing her hair again, Ornella deeply sucked on her cigarette. As she savoured the smoke as if sucking a man’s manhood, she imagined Cesare, his robust physique, and the significant manhood nestled in his groin.


  



  Having licked the cigarette in her mouth, Ornella ordered the maids, “I need to pray. Send one in.”


  



  The maids promptly withdrew from the room. Before long, a man entered and knelt before Ornella. She narrowed her eyes and scrutinized him.


  



  Compared to Cesare, the man was unimpressive. His black hair had a tinge of brown, and his eyes were ordinary. But for a brief encounter, he wasn’t bad-looking. Ornella spread her legs toward the man.


  



  “Come here.”


  The man obediently slipped his head under Ornella’s dress skirt. His large hands brushed against her calves, gently gripping the inner thighs. Soon, his lips touched the intimate area.


  



  “Mmm, ah….”


  



  Ornella let out a delighted moan, spreading her legs wider. The wet sounds echoed softly in the quiet room.


  



  As the man diligently pleasured her below, Ornella continued her leisurely smoking, gently stroking his head.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Eileen approached the bookshelf, its worn wood whispering stories of the past. It was a fortress of memories, filled with diaries that chronicled her life from childhood to the present. Now, her entries held snippets of overheard conversations, fleeting observations of the city, and the weather’s daily dance. But in her younger days, she used to fill the pages with drawings, completely covering the paper.


  



  Eileen pulled one of the diaries from the shelf. Flipping through the pages, she saw a drawing of a ring. A smile crept onto her lips as she examined the carefully drawn ring.


  



  It was a ring she had imagined herself wearing when she was eleven, marrying Cesare.


  



  At that time, Eileen had made up her mind that she wanted to marry the Crown Prince. From the moment she first met him, the Crown Prince had captivated Eileen. It wasn’t just childhood fancy; a year of quiet observation solidified her feelings. Yet, despite her naivety, an instinct kept her silent. Confiding in her mother, especially, felt like a betrayal, a risk that could shatter her fragile dream.


  



  So, on the day she entered the palace, Eileen secretly confessed to Cesare.


  



  “Crown Prince, Crown Prince!”


  



  Unaware of proper etiquette, Eileen leaned in close to Cesare’s ear and whispered.


  “I want to marry you…!”


  



  Having heard it somewhere before, along with her confession, she also gave him flowers. Although she didn’t have money to buy fresh flowers as a little girl, picking wildflowers from the roadside didn’t seem too bad. So Eileen gave him a hand-drawn lily.


  



  Upon receiving her bold confession, Cesare let out a soft chuckle. He lifted Eileen onto his lap and affectionately reassured her.


  



  “Just a little older, Eileen.”


  



  Believing Cesare cherished her and liking him, she naturally anticipated a positive response to her proposal. Eileen was taken aback by his unexpected answer and asked.


  



  “How much…?”


  



  The man, who had been resting his chin on Eileen’s forehead, paused for a moment, then extended his long fingers to point at a shrub in the garden. 


  



  “That tall.”


  



  Eileen’s brow furrowed as she studied the shrub Cesare indicated. Towering over her young frame, it seemed impossibly tall. Yet, she couldn’t disregard the words of the boy who would one day be her husband.


  



  Taking a deep breath, Eileen approached the shrub and inspected it carefully. Unlike its wild counterparts, this cultivated variety wouldn’t reach the usual fifteen meters, but it was still noticeably taller than her. A flicker of disappointment crossed her face as she muttered.


  



  “The marriage will be delayed a bit…”


  Many people married before turning 18, so she had secretly hoped to marry in the spring of the following year. Eileen, who had dreamed of being a spring bride, was greatly disappointed.


  



  Still, since she had received a promise of marriage, she considered it half-success and recorded all her plans in her diary.


  



  The lily drawing she had gifted that day was placed in a vase by Cesare. Eileen’s flower-adorned his vase for a long time until the paper finally withered.


  



  “He’s really a kind person.”


  



  Lost in memories of the past, Eileen murmured as she brushed her fingers over the ring drawing in her diary. The ring she had drawn after searching through various magazines and books still looked quite realistic.


  



  Eileen flipped through a few more pages of her diary before putting it back on the shelf. A heavy sigh escaped her. Since returning from the Imperial court, her heart had been constantly troubled.


  



  Leon had said Cesare had changed. And she was worried about that change.


  



  She now seemed to understand the meaning behind his words. When Cesare talked about the clock as a relic of an executed prisoner, he seemed unstable. His eyes, which always showed a mature and composed demeanor, now seemed to reflect a sense of desperation, as if he had reached the edge of a precipice.


  



  The sense of alienation she felt when she saw him return from the war… Unable to understand the actions and the strange words thrown out…


  



  As she went over them one by one, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something big was going on. 


  



  But what could be the cause?


  Even the knights who had been by Cesare’s side in life and death, as well as the Emperor himself, his brother and only superior, didn’t know the reason.


  



  ‘But how could I possibly know?’


  



  Leon, who asked me for reasons, felt strangely off. He seemed to think too highly of Eileen.


  



  ‘It would be good if your Excellency could tell me what is troubling him.’


  



  She wanted to be someone he could rely on, but it was a truly elusive task. Rubbing her nails, she let out another deep sigh and started preparing to go out.


  



  Today was the big day: Eileen was finally getting her wedding dress fitted with Diego and the costume department.


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 38


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Originally, the boutique had offered to come directly to Eileen’s house. However, Eileen had vehemently refused. Just the mere thought of trying on a wedding dress in her small, cozy brick house’s living room, surrounded by people, made her feel like the house would burst at the seams.


  That didn’t mean she could call them to the Grand Duke’s residence either. There was a superstition that it was bad luck for the groom to see the bride in her wedding dress before the wedding. To prevent any chance of Cesare seeing her, the Grand Duke’s mansion was quickly ruled out.


  ‘Of course, His Excellency wouldn’t care about such superstitions at all.’


  But Eileen cared. So, she decided to go to the boutique herself.


  ‘I wonder what the dress will be like.’


  Excitement bubbled in Eileen’s stomach. Though she hadn’t participated in choosing it, a wedding dress awaited her at the boutique, ready for its final adjustments. Today, they’d tailor it to her form and personalize the decorations. A magazine article had piqued her curiosity, fueling her anticipation for this special fitting.


  […Grand Duke Erzet initiated the wedding preparations with an impossible schedule, coupled with the sudden announcement of the wedding. They had only one month.


  (What do men even think about weddings! Any man reading this article should never follow the Grand Duke’s recklessness. Only a man with the looks, wealth, and power of Grand Duke Erzet could pull this off!)


  To make the impossible possible, the top three boutiques in the capital have joined forces.


  These rival boutiques have united to create the Grand Duchess’s wedding dress. Whether a masterpiece or a disaster will be born from this collaboration is anyone’s guess…]


  There have been so many stories about her and Cesare lately that she rarely reads the newspapers. But when she bought a magazine for the first time in a while, she ended up reading it until the end because of that article.


  In fact, the reason she bought the magazine was because of Ornella. Someone as prominent as Ornella was bound to have all sorts of trivial news about her in magazines.


  However, there wasn’t a single snippet about Ornella. The entire magazine was too busy talking about the Grand Duke’s wedding.


  After reading the whole magazine, Eileen only learned more gossip about herself. It seemed she would have to find out about Ornella in another way.


  “Young Lady!”


  Under the orange tree, Diego waved energetically, wearing his uniform with an incredibly cheerful demeanor.


  It was a rare chance to see Eileen in her wedding dress beforehand, and everyone was clamoring to go. Even Senon had volunteered, expressing his willingness to stay up all night before the wedding if necessary, just to be the one to accompany her.


  In the end, four knights gathered around and drew lots, with Diego emerging as the chosen one to accompany Eileen.


  “Shall we leave now?”


  He closed the door of the military vehicle and began driving, humming a tune. He had opted to come without a driver to ensure Eileen could converse comfortably.


  Thanks to this arrangement, Eileen could ask Diego about things she had been curious about on the way to the boutique. She broached the topic of the dowry, a concern that had been weighing on her mind.


  “Sir Diego.”


  “Yes, my lady.”


  “I spoke to His Excellency about the dowry.”


  As soon as Eileen began to speak, Diego burst into laughter.


  “Ha, I’m sorry. It’s just that, oh dear, I can’t help it,” he chuckled, struggling to contain his amusement. He laughed until tears welled up in his eyes, then finally managed to speak.


  “I never imagined you would worry about that. This marriage was practically forced upon you. Of course, His Excellency will take responsibility,” he said, attempting to restrain further laughter, his teeth clenched. 


  “Now that I think about it, His Excellency made a mistake. He should have discussed the dowry earlier to put you at ease. But, my lady, it’s so endearing that you thought of such a thing,” Diego continued, clearing his throat in an effort to maintain a more composed demeanor.


  However, Eileen was so accustomed to being treated like a child that she simply responded by saying the dowry was no longer an issue and moved on. She wanted to ask about Cesare, but they arrived at the boutique too quickly, so she had to postpone that question.


  The boutique was on Venue Street. As Diego, in his uniform, and Eileen alighted from the military vehicle, they drew the attention of passersby. Eileen instinctively hunched her shoulders, but Diego, accustomed to being in the spotlight, was unfazed.


  ‘I’ve heard soldiers have become quite popular in the capital recently.’ Eileen thought, recalling what she had read in the magazine. She hid behind Diego, staring at the ground as she followed him. It was only after they entered the boutique that she finally lifted her head.


  The air inside the boutique felt slightly stuffy, mannequins adorned in extravagant dresses were scattered around, spaced out enough to allow each dress to be fully admired.


  As they ventured further inside, they encountered three women dressed in very distinctive outfits, engaged in a heated argument while holding a large board covered with various fabric swatches. The surrounding staff members were nervously attempting to calm them down.


  Eileen wondered why no one had come to greet them, but it seemed the women were so engrossed in their intense conversation that they hadn’t even heard the bell on the door. One brave employee attempted to mediate.


  “Lady Elrod is expected to arrive soon… Could you please stop the discussion and…”


  “Does it look like we’re just having a discussion?” snapped the woman in the bright, primary-colored outfit in a high-pitched voice. The woman across from her immediately retorted.


  “No, but at least pretend to be civil. Stop behaving so rudely.”


  The woman dressed in muted colors shot back, causing the woman next to her to laugh sharply.


  “Civil? Ciiiiviiil?”


  The woman in the dress with the elaborate damask pattern mimicked the last speaker’s words mockingly.


  Eileen realised who they were: the owners of the boutiques who had come together to create her wedding dress. Despite their supposed unity, it looked like they were about to come to blows.


  Diego intervened with a loud voice.


  “Isn’t anyone working here?” His tone was quite rough, drawing everyone’s attention towards them. The women, upon seeing Diego, broke into wide smiles. The woman in the ornate patterned dress clasped her hands together and exclaimed,


  “Oh my! The Grand Duchess of Erzet has arrived….”


  Eileen peeked out from behind Diego, and the woman’s previously bright expression gradually hardened. She stared at Eileen in disbelief, finishing her sentence with a somber tone.


  “…You’ve arrived.”


  Silence slammed into the boutique like a dropped curtain, muffling the previous cacophony. Moments ago, the three stylists were locked in a heated debate, their voices sharp as scissors. Now, stunned silence reigned, punctuated only by the frantic fluttering of their eyelashes as they all darted nervous glances at Eileen.


  No words were needed. Despair painted a universal language on their faces. Even Eileen, usually oblivious to such nuances, felt a prickle of unease. Self-consciously, she reached up to touch her cheek.


  Huddled together, the stylists engaged in a rapid-fire whisper session, their voices barely audible. A flurry of hand gestures accompanied their hushed exchange.


  “Bangs, first things first,” one hissed, glancing at Eileen’s forehead. “And the glasses, definitely the glasses.”


  “Agreed. Worst case, we can camouflage it with a veil,” another chimed in, her voice tight.


  The weight of their serious discussion settled on Eileen’s shoulders, a pang of guilt twisting in her gut. She hung her head, a whisper escaping her lips, “If I were Ornella…”


  The thought, a constant shadow in her mind, was quickly banished with a shake of her head. Eileen was starting to see the comparisons becoming a self-destructive habit. With a practiced smile, the stylists smoothed their worried expressions and glided towards Eileen, their movements regaining their usual practiced grace.


  “Lady Elrod, thank you for coming. It is an immense honor to create the wedding dress for the Grand Duchess,” one of the women said respectfully.


  “Would you please come this way? We will show you the dress. But first, we thought, perhaps, we could just, ever so slightly…”


  “How about we just trim your bangs a little?”


  “Let’s just leave it as it is,”  Diego interjected firmly. He looked down at the women with an impassive expression. Despite the imposing presence of a burly soldier, the boutique owners were not easily intimidated.


  “The Grand Duke himself demanded the finest wedding dress,” one woman huffed, her voice tight with indignation. “How can we achieve that if we can’t even graze a single strand of hair?”


  “Surely a touch of styling is necessary to complement the dress,” another woman chimed in, her voice laced with a hint of condescension. 


  Diego’s short laugh sent shivers down their spines. It was a sound devoid of humor, a barely veiled threat.


  “Just stick to your job.”


  The women’s faces flushed crimson, their practiced smiles replaced by steely glares. Eileen, ever the peacemaker, stepped forward, her voice trembling slightly.


  “Sir Diego, please,” she pleaded. Taking a deep breath, she removed her glasses, setting them aside. A perceptive staff member, sensing the rising tension, quickly offered a hairpin. With a nervous hand, Eileen pinned back her bangs, her eyes darting nervously between the fuming stylists and Diego’s stoic expression.


  “Will… will this be alright?” she asked in a timid voice, her question laced with insecurity.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 39


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  No response. Only stunned silence, punctuated by wide, unblinking eyes. Eileen, having revealed her face in a desperate attempt to de-escalate, felt a familiar pang of shame. ‘They’ll probably want me to cover up,’ she thought, bracing for the judgment.


  The eyes her mother deemed grotesque, the very features that sparked her disgust. Eileen fought the urge to retreat, took a deep, steadying breath, then raised a hand to her hair. With a practiced motion, she removed the hairpin, letting her bangs cascade down, obscuring her vision. This was the safe haven she knew best.


  The silence in the boutique shattered, not with a gasp, but with a collective sigh of “…Good heavens.”


  A collective sigh, heavy with relief, became the starting pistol. The boutique, once cloaked in despair, thrummed with newfound energy. The owners, who’d been locked in a heated debate, now collaborated with an almost preternatural ease.


  “Pure and innocent, that’s it! Like a vision out of a fairytale,” one exclaimed, her voice ringing with excitement. “This is perfect for an outdoor ceremony.”


  “We can simply swap the sleeves on the existing dress for delicate lace. Let’s add a touch of whimsy to keep it from feeling overly traditional.”


  “Chiffon, absolutely! We need a fabric that dances in the slightest breeze.”


  “Finally, you’re saying something useful.”


  Rapid-fire instructions, laced with specialized terminology, flew between the owners and the staff who scurried to execute them with practiced efficiency. The woman in the ornate gown, her voice laced with urgency, commanded, “Get a hairstylist here immediately!”


  A staff member bolted out the door, urgency echoing in their movements. The woman in the vibrant dress, with a gentle hand on Eileen’s arm, introducing herself belatedly.


  “You can call me by the boutique’s name.”


  Eileen’s reflection mocked her from the mirror, eliciting a hollow laugh. It was a stark reminder of why she’d avoided reflective surfaces for so long.


  The woman in the crisp, understated outfit was Beleza. Her vibrant counterpart was Rosetto. And the one in the elaborately patterned dress? That was Brillante. Despite their wildly differing tastes – a fact underscored by their snippy introductions – they were now united in a common purpose: transforming Eileen into a radiant bride.


  Under their watchful eyes, Eileen slipped into the dress tucked away in the boutique’s back room. “Leave your bangs pinned for now, the stylist will be here soon,” one of them instructed. Another tightened the waist gently, prompting, “Inhale, please.” A third chimed in, “And let’s see how these lace gloves look on your arms.”


  A barrage of instructions left Eileen feeling like a meticulously dressed doll, her every move orchestrated by unseen hands. Finally, they stepped back, their faces a mixture of awe and something deeper. Rosetto, her prior frivolity replaced by a solemn expression, declared, “You will be a bride the Empire will never forget.”


  With gentle hands, they guided her out of the makeshift changing area. Diego, engrossed in conversation with a staff member, whirled around at the sound of approaching footsteps. His eyes widened, momentarily stealing his voice. Finally, he managed a stammered, “You look…breathtaking.”


  Diego’s praise continued, a torrent of words that betrayed his struggle to fully express his awe. Each compliment sent a blush creeping up Eileen’s neck. Beleza, with a gentle hand, turned her towards the mirror. Yet, Eileen’s gaze remained fixed on the floor.


  Years had passed since she’d last confronted a full reflection. This act, mundane for most, demanded a reservoir of courage she wasn’t sure she possessed. ‘Everyone says I look beautiful,’ she thought, the words echoing in her mind.


  Despite suspicion that their compliments were meant to bolster her confidence, their genuine warmth kindled a flicker of hope within her. Maybe, adorned in this exquisite gown, she wasn’t entirely repulsive after all. Steeling herself, Eileen took a deep breath and hesitantly lifted her gaze. The mirror reflected her back, and for a moment, silence reigned.


  A hollow laugh escaped her lips, a stark reminder of why she’d ostracized reflective surfaces for so long. The elegant dress and the outpouring of kindness couldn’t erase the ingrained self-criticism that had haunted her for years. In the mirror, she saw not the breathtaking vision they described, but the imperfections that fueled her insecurities.


  The reflection in the mirror was a grotesque caricature, a child’s nightmare scrawled with black crayon. It devoured the beauty of the dress, leaving only a monstrous visage staring back. ‘Even if I wanted to,’ a hollow thought echoed, ‘I couldn’t see my own face.’


  Years of self-imposed exile from mirrors, fueled by her mother’s cruelty, had warped Eileen’s perception. Her eyes functioned perfectly, yet her mind had constructed a distorted prison. Fixing it seemed a daunting task, one she’d willfully ignored for so long. The reflection confirmed her deepest fears, a monstrous mockery that fueled her self-loathing.


  “I like it. Can I change back into my clothes now?”


  Forcing a smile, Eileen praised their work and retreated to the safety of her familiar clothes. The twisted knot in her chest loosened slightly, a small victory in the face of her overwhelming battle.


  A flurry of movement announced the hairstylist’s arrival. Fresh from a late lunch at a nearby salon, she’d sprinted over upon hearing the news: the future Grand Duchess of Erzet needed her touch. Without preamble, she ushered Eileen into the chair and draped a cloth around her shoulders. “Trimming your bangs won’t take more than ten minutes,” she announced.


  The suggestion of another dress after the haircut was met with a silent nod from Eileen. Her heart yearned for the familiar comfort of her brick house bed, but escape remained elusive. Just as the stylist reached for the scissors, a prickle of unease snaked down Eileen’s spine. Something, deep in her gut, felt off.


  Her heart pounded as she watched the scissors. The scene of the stylist bringing the scissors closer seemed to play out in slow motion. The silver blades glinted under the light.


  Her vision darkened and narrowed. The voices around her became indistinct, as if coming from far away, while the sound of her heartbeat filled her ears. A sharp ringing followed, piercing through her head.


  ‘I feel like I’m going to die.’


  Eileen’s breath hitched, and her body stiffened. Panic surged through her, paralyzing her thoughts and movements. The overwhelming fear consumed her, rendering her unable to respond to her surroundings.


  The primal fear that filled her throat made Eileen desperately open her mouth.


  “Sir, Sir Diego.”


  Instinctively, she called out to the one person she trusted to help her. As soon as Diego heard her trembling voice, he rushed over, pushing the hairstylist aside. He knelt before her, taking her hands in his, and met her eyes with a low, soothing whisper.


  “It’s okay. Breathe slowly. In and out. Even slower. You’re doing great.”


  “Ha… ha…”


  Eileen clung to Diego’s hands, trembling as she struggled to follow his instructions, breathing in and out. Gradually, her breaths became more regular, and she began to calm down. With a face drained of color, she looked up at Diego, who smiled gently and whispered to her.


  “How about we skip the dress and go have some tea?”


  Eileen nodded, feeling a wave of relief wash over her. The tension in her body started to ease, replaced by gratitude for Diego’s presence and his calming influence. The bustling atmosphere of the dress shop faded into the background as they focused on each other. Diego stood up, helping Eileen to her feet, and then turned to the others in the room.


  “Thank you for your hard work today, but that’s enough for now. We’ll take our leave.”


  The seamstresses and the stylist exchanged a silent understanding. With a gentle nod, they retreated, leaving Diego to navigate the situation. He guided Eileen out of the shop, and a cool wave of fresh air washed over her face. With each step away from the boutique, a sliver of the suffocating panic chipped away.


  Diego found a quiet corner in a nearby cafe. A s they settled in and waited for the tea he’d ordered, a wave of relief finally washed over Eileen. The ordeal in the dress shop, once a looming storm cloud, already felt like a distant memory replaced by the steady presence of her friend.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The terrace cafe, bathed in afternoon sunlight, exuded tranquility. It was a haven mostly for middle-class citizens of the Empire rather than nobles, nestled a short distance away from the main road, lending it a sense of peace and serenity.


  A lady with a voice as beautiful as an opera singer’s gracefully took their order. After exchanging polite greetings with Diego, she disappeared into the kitchen.


  “I’m a regular here. They make excellent Cortado and Cappuccino. I have breakfast here almost every day,” Diego explained, finishing the order on behalf of Eileen.


  He then noticed a piece of paper and a pencil placed on the table. With a swift hand, he sketched a cat and handed it to her.


  “This is my cat. Isn’t he cute?”


  Looking at the drawing, which resembled more of a tiger than a striped cat, Eileen couldn’t help but smile. As she grinned, Diego, having achieved his purpose, smiled back proudly.


  “Lately, there’s also a white cat wandering in front of my house, and we’re quite friendly. Maybe he’ll come into my house soon, too.”


  As they conversed about the chubby white cat, the lady brought over foamy milk, Cortado, and Cappuccino. Diego pushed the milk and Cortado towards Eileen.


  Eileen clasped the milk glass with both hands, focusing on the warmth in her palms, attempting to push away the memories of what happened in the dressing room.


  Most of all, she felt embarrassed. What would the people in the dressing room think of her? Fortunately, she didn’t have to endure crawling on the ground in humiliation.


  “Thank you, Diego. I must have startled you…”


  “I wasn’t startled. I’ve seen such cases often on the battlefield. But it’s the first time I’ve known you’re afraid of scissors,” Diego replied casually, extending his hand as if it were no big deal. 


  After a moment’s pause, he asked, “May I ask…?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen choked back the details. How could she describe her mother’s look of disgust, the glint of anger that sent scissors flying at her eyes?


  “I almost got stabbed in the eye,” she mumbled, the memory heavy on her tone.


  Diego must have sensed that she was hiding the truth, but he didn’t press her for more. Sipping her milk quietly, Eileen asked him in a weary tone.


  “Diego, aren’t you afraid of anything?”


  “I’m sure I am. I have fears, too.”


  Naturally, she thought it was just a lie to comfort herself. But Diego, his gaze unwavering, continued, “I feared defeat.”


  “Defeat?”


  “Yes… We train, strategize, fight…but sometimes, no matter what, you lose. Again. And Again.” He ran a hand through his hair, a fleeting gesture that underscored his words.


  “The fear, it suffocates you. The sight of your comrades crumbling, the suffocating weight of loss, the endless darkness ahead…” His voice trailed off, raw and unfiltered, laying bare the wounds of his past.


  “It was quite a tough time for me, so I got through it one by one, even when it seemed unbearable.”


  He chuckled playfully and pulled his ear with his hand. With all accessories removed due to work, his ear bore only multiple piercing marks.


  “I added tattoos one by one because piercings weren’t enough. At that time, I didn’t know, but looking back now…”


  Diego carefully pondered his words for a moment. After much consideration, he selected the most accurate term to describe his actions.


  “A form of self-harm,” Diego admitted, his voice laced with a hint of regret. The confession hung heavy in the air, catching Eileen completely off guard. She stared at him, speechless. Her mind reeled, trying to reconcile the carefree Diego she knew with this glimpse of a darker past.


  “It’s okay now. It’s all in the past.”


  He smiled, indicating that he no longer added more piercings or tattoos. Eileen tucked her lips inward slightly, then asked quietly.


  “How… did you get better?”


  “I whined,” Diego replied, mimicking the act of whimpering with two fingers running across the table.


  “When it got tough, I’d whine to Lotan, Senon, or Michele about when we’d ever win. Then, we’d all sit together, brainstorming how to win. I’d blabber nonsense about resigning as a knight if we didn’t win the next battle to the Grand Duke. After that, His Grace always made sure we won.”


  Claiming to have gotten better thanks to that, Diego extended the fingers that had been running across the table toward Eileen. Then, he lightly tapped the glass she was holding.


  “When I was young, I thought I was the best in the world, but there were many things I couldn’t do alone.”


  Eileen watched as his finger touched the glass, her lips trembled slightly.


  “Diego, I… want to change, too,” she confessed, revealing her embarrassing desire to him. 


  Diego, showing his affection, didn’t mock Eileen’s desire. Instead, he offered sincere advice.


  “How about styling your bangs, like we talked about in the dressing room?”


  “Wouldn’t my eyes still look too ugly?”


  “What?! Absolutely not. Both I and His Grace adore your eyes so much.”


  Come to think of it, Cesare had asked Eileen to lift her bangs in the garden earlier because he wanted to see her eyes. Even when looking at her bare face, he didn’t show any disgust.


  “If you cut your bangs, His Grace will really appreciate it,” Diego gently encouraged Eileen, giving her a bit of confidence. Even if they seemed ugly to her, if Cesare liked them, she wanted to cut her bangs. However, there was still a hurdle.


  “But I’m scared…”


  Just the thought of scissors approaching made it hard to breathe. Her body trembled severely, and her vision even darkened. If Diego hadn’t been there earlier, she might have fainted.


  “Should I take sleeping pills before cutting? There’s a strong one available. It’s in the lab, though,” When Eileen suggested a somewhat drastic method, Diego grimaced. A thoughtful silence fell as he crossed his arms and considered the problem for a moment. With a determined set to his jaw, he grasped the table firmly and declared, “Let’s seek His Grace’s help.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Nearing the Duke’s residence, Eileen Remained cautious. With a subtle tug on Diego’s sleeve, she voiced her concern.


  “Is it really okay? He must be busy. Is it okay to meet?”


  Doubt gnawed at her. Perhaps this could have been resolved more efficiently at the salon.


  In stark contrast to Eileen’s anxieties, Diego exuded confidence.


  “Just trust me. He will definitely meet you.”


  He assured her a meeting and the Grand Duke’s appreciation. His unwavering optimism, however, only fueled Eileen’s anxiety.


  Despite her hesitation, Diego steered the military vehicle towards the Duke’s residence. Soldiers at the iron gate snapped to attention, saluting crisply before opening the path.


  The vehicle zipped across the manicured garden, arriving at the imposing mansion in a blink. As Diego helped Eileen out, a flurry of household staff materialized, surprised by the unexpected visitors.


  “Is His Grace available?”


  “He’s in his study.”


  With purpose, Diego marched towards the study, Eileen trailing anxiously behind him. 


  “Is this really okay? What if he’s busy with work in his study?”


  “Then he’s busy.”


  “But what if he gets angry…?”


  Diego cut her off, a hint of amusement in his voice. “His Grace wouldn’t get angry at you, even if the sky cracked open.”


  He paused, a playful glint in his eye. “Have you ever seen him truly angry?”


  A small “Ah” escaped Eileen’s lips. Not a single memory of true anger surfaced. Fear, a familiar tremor, ran through her.


  “Your Grace, it’s Diego.”


  “Your Grace, it’s Diego,” Diego announced, already pushing open the study door before a response came. He gestured for Eileen to enter, his confidence a stark contrast to her trepidation.


  “Also, Miss Eileen is here with me.”


  Before Eileen could formulate a greeting, she found herself face-to-face with Cesare. A surprised gasp caught in her throat.


  “Ah, Your, Your Grace.”


  Cesare, engrossed in paperwork, looked up with a flicker of surprise that morphed into something else – a hint of something sharp in his gaze. He studied Eileen for a long moment, the silence stretching taut. At that moment, Eileen realized something. She had never once sought him out before he called for her. Yet she was always in a position where she could only come when summoned. If it weren’t for Diego today, she wouldn’t have dared to come on her own.


  Sitting at his ebony desk, he narrowed his eyes and set down his pen with a deliberate finality. He rose, his movements measured, and approached Eileen, towering over her. After a long scrutiny, his hand reached out and grasped her chin, his red eyes boring into hers.


  “Who troubled you?” His voice, a low rumble, sent a heat wave flushing through her. Without a word, Cesare seemed to absorb her unease, his gaze seeming to pierce the very core of her worry.


  With her face held captive in his grasp, Eileen managed a soft reply, a barely there shake of her head.


  “No one.” 


  “What’s the matter then? Didn’t you like the wedding dress? Shall we make a new one?”


  A flicker of desperation crossed Eileen’s face. Her eyes darted towards Diego, searching for support. He only offered a helpless shrug, his hand forming an “X” – she had to face this alone.


  Unable to avoid it, Eileen hesitantly opened her mouth.


  “I want to… cut my bangs…”


  “You want to?”


  “If Your Grace could help… It’s a very simple task, and it will only take a moment. About ten minutes.”


  After fervently trying not to inconvenience him too much, Eileen finally made her request.


  “Could you stay with me while I cut my hair?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  In the end, the words tumbled out in a rush. Though she’d steeled herself for rejection, the thought of being denied in front of him sent a jolt of anxiety through her. Butterflies erupted in her stomach, and her throat tightened.


  ‘He’ll probably say no, as expected.’ 


  However, why did the question even arise? Cesare, a hint of amusement dancing in his red eyes, let out a low chuckle.


  “Are you asking me to hold your hand because you’re scared?”


  The question struck her. Holding his hand hadn;t even crossed her mind. She’d simply craved his presence, the comfort of him being there. 


  But wouldn’t having his hand in hers be even better?


  A shy smile, barely there, played on her lips as Eileen whispered, “Thank you…”


  The words were barely out of her mouth before Cesare reached for her hand. His grip was firm, a surprising jolt that traveled up her arm, sending shivers down her spine. Eileen flinched instinctively, like a deer caught in headlights.


  Cesare’s lips quirked into a playful smile. He tilted his head, his red eyes gleaming with amusement.  “Why? Why aren’t you holding it now?”


  Eileen stammered, cheeks burning, “Oh, no! Please do as you wish!”


  Only after  her flustered reply did it dawn on her – he was teasing her. Cesare escorted Eileen as if they were a newlywed couple. Walking hand-in-hand with Cesare through the ducal palace felt surreal. It felt as if… they were truly a newlywed couple.


  Led by Cesare’s strong hand, they reached the familiar reception room. The very room where she’d waited for him with the ticking clock clutched in her hand. Eileen settled onto the same sofa where she had placed the clock box. She could call the hairdresser, but… as if summoned by her unspoken wish, Sonio appeared.


  “Sir Sonio?”


  “Don’t worry. I’m quite skilled.”


  He patiently explained to the still-confused Eileen that he often cut the hair of the other palace staff. Eileen knew Sonio’s hairs were indeed skilled. Back then, in the palace, he’d whittle her small gifts – flowers or animals carved from wood, each one a treasure. But hairdressing? 


  Sonio draped a cloth around her neck, his movements calming. As he spoke, he discreetly covered the glint of the scissors with his hand. “Let me take care of it, and you’ll feel a bit more at ease.”


  Relief washed over Eileen. An unfamiliar hairdresser would have been far more nerve-wrecking. She gave a small nod, and Cesare, his gaze lingering on her with a hint of amusement from their earlier exchange, began to remove his glovers. Their bare hands met, sending a jolt through her. He interlocked his fingers firmly with hers, his touch sending shivers down her spine as he threaded his fingers through the gaps between hers. A blush crept up her neck. She couldn’t help but steal a glance at their intertwined hands, a kaleidoscope of emotions swirling within her. What had started a simple request for a haircut had taken an unexpected turn.


  Despite being surrounded by familiar faces, she felt tense with scissors in hand. Eileen felt her breath becoming shallower. A gentle pressure against their intertwined hands startled her. She turned, her gaze meeting Cesare’s calm, crimson eyes.


  “Keep your eyes closed.” 


  Eileen obeyed, squeezing her eyes shut and nodding tightly. The cool metal of the scissors against her forehead sent another jolt through her. Panic threatened to rise, but she forced it down, focusing solely on the warmth radiating from Cesare’s hand, solid and reassuring in hers.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Y-yes… I’m fine…”


  Sonio continued snipping, the rhythmic click a counterpoint to the frantic thrumming of her heart. Eileen tried to remain a statue, fearing any movement might send the blades careening out of control. Suddenly, a gentle stroke grazed her palm, Cesare’s thumb tracing a lazy circle.


  “…!”


  The unexpected touch sent a jolt through her. Her fingers, slick with sweat, trembled, sending a tremor through their hold. Even as she attempted to pull away, his grip remained firm, his fingers weaving between hers. It was a simple gesture, yet the slow caress sent a tingling sensation down her spine, raising goosebumps on her flesh.


  A shiver racked her body, a primal reaction she couldn’t explain. Memories, unbidden and unwelcome, flooded back. Flustered and overwhelmed, she straightened her fingers. As if in response, Cesare lightly scratched her skin with his nails, sending another spark igniting deep within her. A whimper threatened to escape her lips, but she clamped her mouth shut, modified by the lewd thoughts swirling her mind.


  In the midst of this silent struggle, the rhythmic snip of the scissors abruptly stopped. 


  “It’s done.”


  Eileen practically leaped out of her chair, her hand flying free from Cesare’s grasp. She took a deep, shaky breath, trying to regain her composure as the strange heat slowly receded.


  She couldn’t believe it was already over. She had been so focused on their joined hands that she hadn’t paid any attention to the scissors.


  It was so frightening and scary, yet it had passed so quickly… It would have been impossible if it weren’t for Cesare.


  She could see ahead much clearer now. Her vision felt awkwardly sharp, and she instinctively reached for her glasses, but her hand found only empty space. She remembered taking off her glasses to cut her hair and hesitated to raise her hand.


  Sonio gently brushed her face with a soft cloth and handed her a hand mirror.


  “How do you feel? The old man is satisfied, but I’m not sure about you, Eileen.”


  Even though she looked in the mirror, all she saw was the black monster. Eileen looked at Sonio and Cesare instead of her reflection. She guessed her face from their expressions and gazes.


  “I like it, too. Thank you, Sir Sonio.”


  Seeing everyone satisfied, Eileen grinned and thanked Sonio. After Sonio tidied up the cut hair and left, only the two of them remained in the reception room, still holding hands.


  As they realized they were alone, a strange tension filled the air. Eileen felt her throat dry up as if parched, and she swallowed nervously. She cautiously turned her head to the side.


  “Thank you for taking the time, even though you must be busy.”


  It was absurd to have dared to take up the Grand Duke’s time just to cut her hair. She felt grateful for his unreasonable indulgence. She had been choosing her words carefully, wanting to express her gratitude a little more.


  “Eileen.”


  He handed her the hand mirror she had put down earlier.


  “What do you see?”


  As she looked at the mirror he offered, Eileen froze. She didn’t want to reveal her imperfections. Even though she was already marred in various places, she wanted to hide at least one. But lying in front of Cesare was not easy.


  “…Honestly,” Eileen blurted out the truth as if compelled. “I can’t see my face properly. It’s painted black, like a monster…”


  While speaking, she continued to gauge his reaction. She tried to maintain an indifferent tone, as if it didn’t matter much, to avoid appearing too distraught.


  “That’s all. Other than that, I’m fine.”


  As she spoke, she felt her heart racing again. It felt like she would be swallowed whole by the monster reflected in the mirror. Not just her face, but her whole body seemed to be dyed pitch black.


  There had been a reason why she had been avoiding mirrors all this time. Eileen swallowed a short sob inwardly. Meanwhile, she found herself looking at their joined hands. A man’s hand with distinct veins and clear knuckles.


  Perhaps he sensed the unconscious breeze in her gaze. Cesare lifted Eileen up and seated her on his lap like a child, holding her hand again. Their large and small hands were intertwined.


  It wasn’t proper for someone well into adulthood to behave like a child. But his embrace was so warm and comforting. Eileen pretended not to notice and leaned her head against Cesare’s chest.


  After enjoying the comfort for a while, she lifted her head again and met his gaze. Cesare, who seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, immediately turned his gaze to Eileen.


  “Do you like… the bangs? Are you not disgusted by them? My eyes must look a bit grotesque.”


  After speaking, Eileen felt like she had acted too flustered. She quickly added another word.


  “Sorry for asking so many questions. I was just curious.”


  He gently bumped his forehead against hers. His red eyes filled her entire field of vision.


  “Have I ever told you that I find you disgusting and repulsive, Eileen? Since I first saw you when you were ten?”


  Cesare spoke slowly and deliberately.
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  Somehow, the voice sounded angry. 


  Could it be that, for the first time in her life, Cesare was angry with Eileen today? 


  Feeling thoroughly intimidated, Eileen replied softly, “No…”


  She hunched her body slightly, biting her lip in apprehension. Then, Cesare reached out and tenderly wiped Eileen’s eyes.


  “Is it the Baroness Elrod?”


  Eileen neither confirmed nor denied his words.


  In truth, she knew. Her mother loved her, but she bestowed an even greater affection upon the Prince. The gap between her mother’s love for her and her love for the Prince widened ever more.


  As that distance gradually widened, her mother grew increasingly distant. Eileen was aware of her own abnormal condition and made constant efforts to overcome it.


  But when she could no longer contain it, she completely lost control. The first time her mother exploded was when Eileen was twelve.


  It occurred a few days after Eileen had been abducted and  subsequently rescued, thanks to Cesare. Her mother mercilessly berated Eileen, likely having heard some rumors or stories.


  “Because of you, just because of you!!!”


  That was also the first time she screamed not to be looked at with those disgusting eyes. When her mother’s anger subsided, Eileen cried with her, apologizing and embracing her tightly, even though her calves were swollen and bleeding.


  From that day on, her mother couldn’t contain her bursts of anger. She even attempted to stab Eileen’s eyes with scissors and unleashed the anger she received from her father onto Eileen.


  But it wasn’t always like that. There were affectionate moments, joyful moments. 


  Memories of cooking together, doing dishes side by side, and sharing laughter. 


  Memories of making flower bracelets with the flowers Eileen had picked. 


  Memories of her mother gently stroking her hair before falling asleep…


  Even if it was just a small amount of love from her mother, those memories lingered.


  Even if it was just the remnants of her love towards the Prince, if she could receive her mother’s affection, Eileen could endure it all.


  As she bit her lip, recalling her mother, Cesare frowned. He pressed his lips together with his fingers, then removed them and spoke.


  “Your mother is not everything in the world.”


  “But still, my mother wouldn’t say such things without any reason.”


  “So, my words have no reason?”


  “Oh, no, Your Grace, I mean… Cesare, you too…”


  The more she spoke, the more she felt like digging her own grave. Eileen uttered the safest words she could think of.


  “I’m sorry,” she apologized, not knowing exactly why, but apologizing nonetheless. But Cesare was not an easy opponent.


  “Why?”


  At his short question, Eileen fell into contemplation again. And she came up with the safest answer.


  “I think you were angry because of me…”


  “Because of you?” Cesare’s incredulous response indicated he had never even considered such a thought.


  He chuckled dryly and pinched Eileen’s cheek. Feeling guilty, Eileen didn’t protest and obediently let him pinch her cheek.


  Fortunately, he released her cheek after a short moment. As Eileen gently rubbed her slightly sore cheek, he murmured softly.


  “You can’t dig up the dead from their graves.”


  “What?” Mishearing, Eileen asked, but Cesare dismissed it and helped her up.


  “It’s time to go home.”


  Already, it time to go home. Time had passed too quickly. Even though she knew she had to leave so as not to inconvenience Cesare, she hesitated to leave. 


  She wanted to spend a little more time with him.


  As Eileen hesitated, he offered another option.


  “Or you could just stay and sleep again today.”


  “I-I’ll go home since you must be busy!”


  A response that didn’t come out smoothly until just now suddenly popped out. Cesare smoothly guided Eileen to the front door. At first, she thought he was seeing her off, but that wasn’t the case.


  He opened the door of the waiting car, ushered Eileen inside, and then got into the driver’s seat himself.


  “Are you coming with me?”


  Seeing Eileen’s eyes widen in surprise, Cesare narrowed his eyes slightly as he responded.


  “Are you going alone then?”


  He started the car and continued, “Since your husband will drive you there, let’s go together.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  It had been a very long time since he visited a brick house.


  Eileen secretly hoped that Cesare would mention some subtle changes in the brick house, like the growth of the orange tree, for example.


  But Cesare’s eyes were indifferent. He seemed to be treating the overly familiar place as if he had visited it countless times before. He paused briefly in front of the orange tree, but that was all.


  “Thank you for bringing me.”


  As Eileen greeted him at the door, Cesare looked down at her with his arms crossed. Eileen looked up at him, suddenly noticing the height difference.


  “Just a greeting?”


  “Well, then…?”


  “I think I deserve at least a dinner in return.”


  “Oh…”


  He leaned against the doorframe, lowering his head towards Eileen. His large hand came forward and lightly touched her short fringe. Eileen blinked rapidly.


  “I helped you with your hair.”


  She had thought it was fine not to say anything until now, but apparently, he had been keeping track of the dinner she owed him. Feeling somewhat obliged due to her continuous concerns, Eileen decided to extend an invitation.


  “Um, would you like to come in then? I haven’t prepared anything, so it might be a bit lacking.”


  As she spoke, opening the door, Cesare stepped inside without a word of refusal. Eileen looked at Cesare, who stood tall inside the house, with unfamiliar eyes.


  The brick house had an overall cozy and quaint atmosphere. Cesare’s presence seemed rather alien amidst it.


  Yet, Cesare, like a master of the house, casually surveyed the interior, his gaze eventually settling on her father’s bedroom.


  Hurriedly, Eileen went to her father’s room, knocked on the door, and turned the doorknob. The door slid open smoothly, revealing an empty room


  “He’s still roaming around outside, the baron, isn’t he?”


  “Yes. But he doesn’t seem to go towards Piole Street these days.”


  “He probably can’t.”


  His smirk and added comment were spot on. Cesare casually looked around the kitchen as he passed the dining table.


  “If you want the baron to stay at home, you should just say so. I’ll make it happen.”


  “Oh no, it’s really okay.”


  Eileen followed him into the kitchen. There, she rattled the pantry while Cesare observed her silently.


  Luckily, she figured she could manage to make simple sandwiches. Since sandwiches only required assembling ingredients, even if they didn’t taste great, it wouldn’t be too noticeable.


  Of course, compared to what she could have served him, it was quite inadequate…


  ‘Should I quickly go out and buy something?’


  With a package of baguettes in her hand, Eileen sneakily glanced at Cesare. He raised an eyebrow and asked casually,”Are you making sandwiches?”


  “…How did you know?” She was startled, almost dropping the bread due to his accurate guess. Cesare took the baguette from her hand and placed it next to the cutting board.


  “It’s written on your face…that it’s sandwiches.”


  “I’m not good at cooking. With the ingredients I have, I only have confidence in making sandwiches,” she admitted. She instinctively tried to push up her glasses, but ended up touching her forehead instead. It still felt too early to adapt to a life without glasses and bangs.


  “Would you have the confidence if you have ingredients?”


  “No,” she answered seriously, fearing he might ask her to do it. It was only after seeing him smile that she realized it was a joke.


  ‘But it’s hard to tell the difference…’


  She always struggled to distinguish between seriousness and joke. Thinking she should just continue living earnestly, she rolled up her sleeves to her elbows and began washing her hands. Cesare, too, took off his leather gloves, rolled up his sleeves, and naturally washed his hands with her. Then, he placed the baguette on the cutting board and effortlessly picked up the large bread knife.


  “Can you pass that to me?”


  “The knife?”


  With a smirk, he swiftly sliced the baguette lengthwise. Despite everything in the kitchen being small and low for him, he handled the knife effortlessly.


  Eileen widened her eyes at the neatly sliced bread as though she were measuring it with a ruler.


  ‘It would be greatly appreciated if your Excellency could assist us in dividing the research materials into small portions.’


  She harbored a primal greed for his talent, yet Cesare was too exceptional to handle a knife in the laboratory. 


  Regretting the missed opportunity for significant research assistance right before her, Eileen swallowed her disappointment and meticulously stacked the ingredients on the halved baguette to assemble the sandwich.


  Salami, capicola, black olives, lettuce, red onions, tomatoes, various types of cheese, and then the bread as the lid again. It was an assembly that felt too clumsy to be called cooking.


  Watching Cesare cut the long sandwich into bite-sized pieces, Eileen suddenly realized.


  ‘This is the marriage I wanted.’


  Simple, peaceful moments of sharing everyday life. However, once she decided to become the Grand Duchess, it was a wish that would never come true.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Life teaches us that we can’t have it all. Every gain comes with a sacrifice.


  Eileen, determined to avoid regret, made her choice. Still, a pang of loss lingered for the road not taken.


  Sitting across from him at the familiar table, she picked up a sandwich. With a large bite, she devoured not just the food, but also the hollow, meaningless thoughts that threatened to overwhelm her.


  The sandwich proved delicious. Despite being crafted with the familiar ingredients and methods, its flavor seemed remarkably richer than when she indulged alone. As she chewed, filling her mouth, Eileen pondered this significant difference in taste.


  There was only one thing that had changed: the person. She wondered if it was because Cesare had sliced the baguette with an artistry unseen before, but deep down, she knew the secret ingredient was his charming presence.


  Could there be any greater joy than dining with your favorite person in the most comfortable and familiar place?


  “It’s delicious.”


  She devoured the sandwich, her appetite finally returning. But a prickle of awareness snagged at her attention, and her hand fluttered to her face. Had she gotten a crumb?


  Glancing across the table, she met Cesare’s gaze. He was staring intently at her, a slight smile playing on his lips.


  Cesare chuckled softly, his gaze still warm on her face. “There’s nothing there. Really.”


  “Then why…?”


  “I’ve wanted to look into your eyes for a long time.”


  He narrowed his eyes slightly.


  “If I had known, I would have taken them off sooner.”


  A momentary flash of confusion crossed Eileen’s face. Glasses? Clothes? It had to be the former. “Your Excellency,” she replied, her voice a touch flustered.


  “Your Excellency,” Eileen repeated, her voice barely a whisper. “If Cesare prefers… well, perhaps I should consider ditching the glasses altogether. Maybe then I wouldn’t appear so… gloomy.”


  Despite a flicker of self-consciousness about her bare eyes, Eileen straightened her spine. Cesare’s words lingered, a spark of warmth in her chest. Honestly, wearing a sparkling wedding dress with unkempt hair and glasses would look rather silly.


  ‘And if the dress is flashy, it won’t draw attention to my face. I should ask them to minimize the headpiece so that it doesn’t draw eyes to my face.’


  Imagining the shock of the dressmakers, Eileen glanced at Cesare’s untouched sandwich.


  “Don’t you like the sandwich?” she asked, a hint of embarrassment creeping in. She had been relishing hers so thoroughly, confidently assuming its simplicity—mere assembly of ingredients—would guarantee its appeal. However, Cesare’s reluctance to partake suggested otherwise. It seemed she wasn’t as adept at cooking as she had thought.


  “I think it’s… delicious, though…”


  As Eileen checked the sandwich for any signs of sauce dripping, she accidentally got some on her hand. Internally cursing her perpetual clumsiness, she noticed Cesare gesturing toward her. Unsure of his intentions, she offered him the sandwich, but he didn’t take it. Instead, he gestured at her sauce-covered hand, prompting her to extend it hesitantly.


  The table wasn’t wide, so Cesare easily reached out and grasped her wrist. Eileen anticipated that he might wipe her hand clean, but what followed exceeded her wildest expectations.


  Gasp!


  He licked her fingers. As she trembled in surprise, his tongue swept up the sauce from her fingers, even gently nibbling the tips of her pink-painted nails before releasing her wrist. The sauce was gone, but faint teeth marks were left behind. Eileen stared blankly at them, then glanced at Cesare, who finally began eating his sandwich.


  “I think it’s delicious, too. You did well,” he remarked calmly.


  At his praise, Eileen’s face flushed bright red. She fidgeted with the hand he had bitten and cautiously resumed eating her sandwich. But now, it didn’t taste the same. Mechanically biting and swallowing, she tried to avoid looking at her bitten fingers.


  Whenever Cesare did something like this, a wave of unfamiliar sensations crashed over her. Her heart would skip a beat, a flutter in her chest that left her breathless. It was a feeling both exhilarating and unsettling, a tangled mess of emotions she couldn’t quite decipher.


  The real issue was the way her body reacted. A warmth would bloom in her cheeks, a tightening knot formed in her stomach, and a strange flutter filled her chest. It was a confusing response, a tangle of emotions that made her feel exposed and vulnerable.


  Every time she noticed the aftereffects of these encounters, a pang of self-doubt washed over her. Was this truly how she wanted to feel? Was she succumbing to desires she didn’t fully understand? These feelings were new, awakened by Cesare, and the responsibility felt a bit unfair.


  The same sensation lingered from earlier, a low hum beneath her skin. When he licked her fingers, the intensity spiked, leaving her breathless and flustered.


  ‘What do I do…’


  Eileen squeezed her eyes shut, the unfamiliar heat radiating from her core making it impossible to concentrate on anything else. Her half-eaten sandwich lay forgotten on the plate. A shaky breath escaped her lips as she stole a glance at Cesare.


  He had already finished his sandwich and was now watching her intently. Eileen quickly lowered her gaze to the table. She felt like he could read all her lewd thoughts if their eyes met.


  “Eileen.”


  “Y-yes?!”


  Lost in her thoughts, Eileen flinched, causing her shoulders to jerk. Her high-pitched, cracked voice pierced through the quiet of the brick house.


  “What are you thinking about?”


  Cesare’s inquiry hung in the air. When Eileen didn’t respond immediately, he asked again, his tone akin to someone inquiring about the taste of a sandwich.


  “Naughty thoughts?”


  Eileen froze, her mouth hanging open. She knew she should deny it, but the moment had already slipped away.


  ‘What do I do? What do I do?’


  Overwhelmed by a flood of thoughts, she ended up lowering her head in silence.


  The feeling of tears pricked at Eileen’s eyes. Here she was, all flustered and flustered for what? She couldn’t even cut her hair or cook a decent sandwich, and now she was entertaining “dirty thoughts” as Cesare so playfully phrased it.. Here she was, wanting to impress Cesare, to be strong and capable, and yet his playful accusation had left her feeling like a silly schoolgirl. 


  Cesare pressed his lips with the back of his hand for a moment, but his eyes, visible above his hand, were already sparkling with amusement. Not understanding why he was laughing, Eileen stared sadly at the half-eaten sandwich. She wished she had her bangs and glasses to hide behind.


  “Is your bedroom still the same?”


  She slowly raised her gaze at the lazy tone of his voice. He was smiling in a way that could easily be misunderstood.


  “Show me around, Eileen.”


  “…”


  It was no use. Everything felt completely ruined. Whatever Cesare said, it only led her mind to lewd thoughts now.


  Mortified, Eileen lurched to her feet, clutching the empty plate as if it were a lifeline. Escape to the kitchen was her only thought. Cesare, however, was one step behind.


  “There’s nothing special on the second floor… but if you really want to see it, let’s go up together.”


  A stammer escaped her lips as she turned for the stairs, but before she could take a step, she was airborne. Cesare had swept her up in his arms.


  “Ah! Your Excellency!”


  “There you go again.”


  “Oh, sorry. Cesare, please put me down.”


  “Your feet are small, it’s dangerous.”


  Despite her small protests, Cesare, claiming it was because of her “delicate feet,” carried Eileen up the stairs. The excuse was transparent, but he held firm, and soon, Eileen found herself deposited in his arms on the second floor.


  The upper level housed only Eileen’s bedroom, a storage room, and a small study. Despite the lack of excitement, Cesare surveyed the space with a curious gaze. A soft sigh escaped his lips as they reached her bedroom door.


  “…Ah.”


  Cesare inhaled deeply, the air thick with the comforting scent of Eileen’s room. His gaze swept across the cozy bedding, the small table nestled by a window, the worn sofa, the wardrobe, and finally, the bathroom door. Only then did he glance down at Eileen, still cradled in his arms.


  Eileen, acutely aware of their position, shifted uncomfortably. Their eyes met, and a tremor seemed to flicker across his crimson depths. A barely audible murmur brushed against her ear.


  “It’s all you,” he breathed.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  “Scent” hung heavy in the air, sparking a flicker of confusion in Eileen’s eyes. Did he mean something unpleasant? But as their gazes locked, a slow burn ignited beneath the surface. It mirrored that night, the same smoldering intensity in his crimson eyes.


  Unsure if this was playful banter or a heartfelt confession, a tide of potential embarrassment threatened to engulf her. Eileen, unable to decipher his true meaning, tore her gaze away.


  Meanwhile, the air crackled with unspoken tension. Cesare strode purposefully into the room, his every step echoing in the confined space. Reaching the center, he finally released her, his touch lingering a beat too long before she found her footing.


  He proceeded to meticulously inspect the room once more, not merely observing but also running his hands over various objects. He pressed the backrest of the small single sofa that Eileen often occupied.


  While the sofa was perfect for Eileen, it appeared quite diminutive in front of Cesare. It seemed unlikely to provide adequate back support for him.


  Eileen allowed him to explore the room at his leisure but quickly interjected when he neared the bookshelf where her diary was kept.


  “Um, Your Excellency, I mean, Cesare. Would you like to see this? Sir Diego gave me this rabbit doll as a gift.”


  She seized the doll positioned at the head of her bed and shook it vigorously. Fortunately, her desperate attempt caught Cesare’s attention. He might have been feigning interest, but at least she managed to divert his gaze.


  “Would you like to see the bathroom too? There are a lot of interesting things.”


  Although there was nothing particularly captivating in the bathroom, Eileen, keen to divert his attention, chattered away as she guided Cesare to the attached bathroom in her bedroom.


  Cesare chuckled and trailed after her. However, once she had enticed him into the bathroom, she found herself at a loss for words. After a moment’s reflection, she suddenly gestured towards the toothpaste.


  “I made this myself. Well, not entirely from scratch…”


  She had infused some herbs into store-bought powdered toothpaste. People appreciated it as a refreshing gift.


  As Cesare listened intently, Eileen strained to avoid delving into detailed explanations of the herbs, their appearances, ingredients, and effects. While Eileen struggled with her impulse, Cesare inexplicably smiled.


  “How do you use it?”


  “Uh, you just brush your teeth as usual…”


  “Show me.”


  At his urging, Eileen responded without thinking.


  “Would you like to try it too, Cesare?”


  She didn’t anticipate his agreement, but Cesare readily accepted.


  They stood side by side at the small sink, trying the toothpaste. Everything, including the sink, was sized for Eileen. Despite the inconvenience, Cesare followed her movements without complaint.


  Beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt, the muscles in his forearms flexed and relaxed with each brushstroke. Water dripped down his strong arms, cascading off his fingers. It was a mundane act, this washing of hands, yet Eileen found herself captivated.


  Cesare, who took extra care to thoroughly clean his hands, turned to gaze at Eileen. She flinched when their eyes met, realizing she had been observing him intently.


  Like a thief caught in the act, Eileen hastily departed the bathroom without a word from Cesare. She stumbled, not paying attention to her steps, and tripped over the sofa.


  Awkwardly, she fell onto the sofa, one leg on the floor and the other draped over the armrest. She attempted to swiftly correct her position, but a steady pressure on her back prevented her from moving. Cesare applied gentle pressure to her back, not forcefully, but with enough firmness to keep her immobile.


  Initially, she suspected he was playing a prank. However, his continued presence without movement unsettled her. The pressure on her back intensified slightly, making it difficult to breathe. A tentative whisper escaped her lips.


  “C-Cesare…?”


  But Cesare remained silent, emitting a long sigh. Just as Eileen was about to address him again, he spoke first.


  “…From now on.”


  His tone carried a hint of admonition, as if scolding a child.


  “Even if someone requests to see your bedroom, do not allow them entry.”


  His voice, low and serious, held a sharp edge. Eileen promptly responded.


  “No one has ever entered my bedroom besides you. Not even my father.”


  It wasn’t that she had forbidden her father; he simply had no interest in his child’s bedroom.


  “So you don’t need to worry.”


  She anticipated him to commend her as if she were a child who had done well. However, Cesare remained silent, extending his other arm silently.


  Leaning his large frame over the sofa’s backrest, he cast a shadow over her, looming closer. Nearly enveloping her, he brought his lips to her ear and asked softly.


  “And you’re not worried about what I might do?”


  Eileen attempted to turn her head to look at him, but Cesare issued a firm command.


  “Don’t turn your head, Eileen.”


  She promptly obeyed, facing forward again, her gaze fixed on the sofa’s fabric.


  “But you’re fine, Cesare,” she reassured him.


  She had allowed him into her bedroom because he was Cesare. He was someone she trusted implicitly, someone who would never harm her.


  Even if he were to commit a wrongdoing, it wouldn’t matter. The warnings he had issued about dire consequences—like death or irreversible harm—would be acceptable if they came from Cesare.


  ‘My life belongs to Cesare.’


  Just as her mother had done, Eileen was prepared to sacrifice everything for him. Though it seemed Cesare didn’t particularly require her life, leaving her with only her determination.


  “You will never have to replace me. Understand?”


  During the attack in the greenhouse, Cesare had instructed Eileen not to replace him. But if such a situation were to arise, Eileen was willing to die for Cesare.


  ‘Though it’s an unlikely scenario.’


  Cesare exuded strength and magnificence. He possessed the ability to protect himself and was surrounded by numerous soldiers who could assist him.


  There was nothing Eileen could offer him. Even her ambitious plan involving the dr*g had backfired, resulting in further trouble for Cesare.


  “You could kill me or inflict irreparable harm on my body. But, Cesare, you wouldn’t do it without reason, and if it came to that, it would be my fault.”


  She calmly articulated her thoughts to him, believing it would demonstrate that she wasn’t a naive child who allowed him into her bedroom without justification. She felt a sense of pride, believing she had showcased her trust and loyalty to Cesare.


  But Eileen soon realized she had completely misunderstood his intentions.


  But the weight on her back abruptly shifted. Cesare lowered himself, his descent slow and deliberate. The press of his solid chest against her back sent a jolt through her. Then, a warmth spread beneath her, the weight pressing firmly against the curve of her buttocks. Eileen’s breath caught in her throat, eyes widening in a mixture of shock and something else, a flicker of something she couldn’t quite name.


  Too flustered to speak, she could manage were breathless gasps as Cesare leaned impossibly closer, his warm breath tickling her ear. A husky murmur sent shivers down her spine.


  “So, is this also your fault?”


  A sharp nip on her earlobe sent a jolt through Eileen. It wasn’t pain, exactly, but a shocking awareness of his closeness, of his power. His tongue, warm and rough, traced the delicate shell, sending shivers down her spine


  Eileen, frozen in place, started to tremble as she tried to escape from under him. But any attempt to move was met with a counterpoint of pressure. With a subtle shift of his hips, Cesare sent a tremor through both her and the worn sofa. He bit her earlobe harder, as if punishing her.


  “A-ah…!”


  The pain brought tears to her eyes. She stopped struggling and lay still on the sofa, trembling as she tried to explain herself with a shaky voice.


  “Th-this isn’t what I meant. I don’t think this is my fault, ahh, please don’t lick there…!”


  A warm, wet invasion filled her ear canal. His tongue, a probing serpent, sent shivers down her spine that were both terrifying and strangely arousing. The lewd sounds, amplified within the confines of her ear, were a dizzying assault on her senses. Her breath hitched, the world around them dissolving into a haze of throbbing heat and a desperate scramble for control.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Lost in the exquisite sensation of his nipping and sucking on her ear, Eileen barely registered his hand traveling down to her chest. With practiced ease, his fingers danced over the buttons of her blouse, unfastening them one by one.


  The once pristine blouse, meticulously buttoned to her neck, was quickly undone. Impatient, he tore it open in one rough motion. Buttons ripped free, some dangling precariously by a thread, others echoing Eileen’s own cry of surprise as they scattered across the room. The ones she’d painstakingly sewn back on just recently met the same fate.


  “Oh, Your Excellency, no, ah, Cesare, ahh!”


  Ignoring the growing urgency, his hands didn’t pause. He cupped her breasts firmly, a stark contrast to the playful nips at her ear.


  Eileen’s breath hitched, a gasp escaping her lips as his fingers grazed her peaks. The unexpected sensation sent a jolt through her, causing her back to arch involuntarily. Her body reacted instinctively, a brush of her hip against his hardness.


  A yearning pulsed within her, a confusing mix of pleasure and frustration. Each pinch sent a shiver down her spine, sparking a fire that spread through her core. It was a connection she couldn’t quite understand, a delicious tension that both excited and overwhelmed her.


  “Ah, stop, my bre@sts, stop…”


  She whimpered, pleading with him. Cesare, fueled by her reaction, nipped at her cheek, leaving a sharp sting that momentarily replaced the burning heat in her core. “You did something wrong, didn’t you, Eileen?” he murmured, his voice a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine.


  “Yes, ahh, I-I was wrong, huff, uhn!”


  Uncertain of her transgression, she frantically pleaded for forgiveness. Finally, he released her. As he withdrew, Eileen hastily crossed her arms over her chest. Yet, it proved futile; his hands were already shifting elsewhere.


  Her skirt was flipped up. Lying exposed on the sofa, Eileen let out a small scream as Cesare pulled down her panties, continuing to speak calmly.


  “Don’t talk about dying so easily again. Understand?”


  “Yes, I won’t say it again! Huh, not my underwear…!”


  “You’re too wet. Wearing wet clothes will make you catch a cold.”


  The absurdity of his words mirrored Eileen’s earlier claim about the bathroom being full of interesting things. As she hastily tried to get up, he stripped off her soaked panties as well.


  The damp fabric clung uncomfortably, a stark reminder of her helplessness. As the last barrier fell away, a wave of despair washed over Eileen. Defeated, she slumped back onto the sofa, burying her face in her hands. Shame burned across her skin, a silent plea echoing in her choked whisper, “Please, don’t look.”


  However, she could keenly feel his gaze upon her, taking in every detail of her most private area exposed beneath her round buttocks. The moist flesh quivered in the open air. As she involuntarily tensed, her entrance twitched, releasing the fluids pooled inside. The wetness slowly trickled down her thighs.


  Cesare remained silent for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was rough and uneven.


  “This is too much…”


  He made a troubled sound in his throat. After clearing it, he spoke again.


  “…I didn’t expect this.”


  His long fingers spread her l@bia apart. The slick, tightly closed flesh parted to reveal the intimate interior.


  “You didn’t do this yourself, did you?”


  He let out a light breath. The warm air hitting her sensitive parts made Eileen’s hips tremble.


  “Who groomed you here?”


  At first, she didn’t understand what he was asking. Then, when he pressed her for an answer, she caught on.


  “Huh? Eileen.”


  A crimson flush crept up Eileen’s neck as she revealed her deepest secret to him. Her voice, barely a whisper, betrayed the humiliation burning in her chest. The man’s persistent stare between her legs only intensified her shame.


  “Naturally, I don’t have hair there…” she mumbled, the words heavy with self-consciousness.


  Exposed. Smooth. Unguarded. Her most intimate space laid bare, a vulnerability she had fiercely guarded, now on display for him to see. 


  Despite reaching puberty, she remained devoid of hair in her armpits and pubic area. This peculiarity had once troubled her greatly. However, resigned to its concealment in an area unseen by others, she resolved to guard it as her private secret indefinitely.


  Yet, Cesare had unearthed it. Of all individuals, he was the one from whom she fervently wished to conceal it.


  ‘They say there are no secrets that endure forever in this world.’


  Despair clawed at Eileen’s throat. She’d hoped to keep it hidden, a secret meant for their wedding night, but now it lay exposed before him.


  The urge to shield herself from his gaze was overwhelming, but his large hands held the vulnerable area splayed open. Tears pricked her eyes as she choked out a plea, “Please… can’t you stop looking?”


  She couldn’t believe she was showing her glistening, aroused v@gina to Cesare. It felt like a surreal dream. 


  The longer his silence stretched, the more her core pulsed, a response both terrifying and exhilarating. A tremor ran through her, a shameful pleasure blossoming despite the vulnerability she felt. ‘My body,’ she thought, a thread of defiance woven through her shame, ‘is betraying me.’


  If his touch had remained respectful, if his lips hadn’t explored forbidden territories, a shred of composure might have been salvageable. But the tide had turned, and Eileen felt herself swept away on a current of her own body’s betrayal.


  ‘This is all because of His Excellency the Grand Duke.’


  Mortification burned in Eileen’s throat. Pressing her face into the cushions, she silently cursed Cesare’s name. Unbeknownst to her, something was happening behind her that would make her faint if she knew. Cesare had knelt and brought his lips to her most intimate area.


  Unaware and lost in her shame, Eileen gasped sharply when she felt his lips touch and then pull away from her entrance. It was unbelievable, but Cesare had kissed her there. 


  Too afraid to turn and face him, Eileen stammered, “Don’t… it’s not clean there…” Shame fueled her words, a desperate attempt to regain control.


  Cesare’s chuckle, a low rumble against her back, sent shivers down her spine. “Nonsense, Eileen,” he murmured, his voice husky with amusement. “You’re exquisite.”


  Eileen tightly pressed her lips together. His compliment made her feel foolishly happy immediately, her heart melting at his words. As Eileen fell silent, Cesare began to gently suck on her entrance, making sure she could hear the lewd sounds he was making.


  He sucked and licked, paying careful attention to both her entrance and her cl!toris. His diligent actions caused her to continually release more fluid. As if not wanting to waste any of her juices, he extended his tongue and slipped it into the soft, deep pink folds, lapping up every drop of her essence. Eileen’s restrained moans filled the air.


  “Ah…!”


  Caught in the throes of pleasure, Eileen was jolted back to her senses when she felt something firm at her entrance. It was Cesare’s finger, slipping smoothly into her slickened opening. Even just the tip of his finger had her entire body tensing up. Experiencing an intruder for the first time, her body struggled to adapt to the unfamiliar sensation. It was hard to believe that such a small space could accommodate anything, let alone birth a child someday.


  “Cesare… Cesare…”


  Eileen, dazed and overwhelmed, called out to him as if he could dispel her fears. Cesare, sensing her unease, moved his finger very slowly to help her adjust.


  “This is a problem. It’s so tight.”


  He murmured as if assessing the situation, moving his half-inserted finger in shallow motions.


  “You can’t even take a single finger…”


  Then he curved his finger inside her. The sensation of her insides stretching made Eileen cry out again in fear.


  “I’m scared, I’m scared… Please don’t move…”


  Her sobbing plea prompted Cesare to place a gentle kiss on her intimate area, soothing her.


  “I’m not moving. It’s okay. Don’t be too scared.”


  He kept his finger still, only pressing it against a spot inside her, likely behind her cl!toris. Just the pressure was enough to make Eileen feel strange, a tingling sensation bubbling up in her belly.
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  The strange sensations kept making her clench down there involuntarily. It was so embarrassing every time her wet inner walls tightened around the finger inside her.


  ‘It’s just one finger.’


  Cesare’s fingers were long, but they weren’t particularly thick. Compared to a pen!s, a long, straight finger was nothing.


  She had never actually seen Cesare’s pen!s. But judging from their previous and current interactions, she guessed it must be at least as thick as four fingers combined. Considering it was cylindrical rather than flat, the volume would be even more significant…


  Eileen stopped her wandering thoughts. She felt she had imagined his pen!s too vividly, despite never having seen it. But as soon as she forced the thoughts away, a heightened awareness flooded back down below.


  With the finger not moving, it felt even stranger. The itch inside intensified, a yearning for a more satisfying scratch. Just then, a fleeting graze sent a jolt through her core, a spark igniting where his finger brushed against her sensitive bud.


  “Ahng!”


  Another finger joined the exploration, a gentle caress that sent a delicious shiver down her spine. As it traced circles around the sensitive bud, a soft moan escaped her lips, urging him on. The pressure increased, a firm rhythm building against the core of her pleasure.


  Inside, his touch ignited a wildfire. Every stroke sent shivers cascading through her, her body arching instinctively, hips unconsciously tilting upwards in a silent plea for more.


  Heat rushed to her cheeks, a blush blooming beneath his unseen gaze. Thankfully, the shadows hid the telltale signs of her surrender, allowing her to revel in the intoxicating pleasure he was creating.


  “Ah, hng, ahhh…”


  Earlier protests had dissolved into a symphony of moans escaping her lips, her mouth agape with a gasp that bordered on a delicious whimper. The pleasure, a tidal wave of sensation, threatened to drown her in its intensity.


  Just as she acclimated to the sweet agony, a shift inside startled her. Her body, caught off guard, instinctively clenched, a reaction that drew a sharp kiss and a smacking sound to her core.


  “You’ll cut off my finger.”


  Not wanting to harm his finger, she tried to relax, but somehow, her body only tightened more, almost pulling him deeper.


  “I-I can’t. Hnn, I want to relax, but…”


  “Does it hurt?”


  “No… It just feels really strange.”


  A choked whimper escaped her lips, laced with a hint of vulnerability. He chuckled softly, a low rumble that sent shivers down her spine. Then, a gentle caress returned to her core, a delicious reward for surrendering to the pleasure.


  The response was immediate. Heat bloomed low in her belly, a slick warmth clinging to his touch. A guttural groan rumbled from him, mirroring her own rising desire.


  With practiced ease, his finger began a rhythmic dance, a slow exploration that sent tremors through her trembling thighs. He teased her mercilessly, a delicious back-and-forth that ignited a fire in her core.


  Her most sensitive bud, exposed and achingly aware, pressed against the insistent pressure, a perfect target for his tormenting ministrations. His touch, relentless and skilled, coaxed a string of incoherent sounds from her throat.


  “Oh, uh, ah…”


  The gentle rhythm remained, but its very consistency became an exquisite torture. The simmering arousal that had built all day was reaching a boiling point, threatening to spill over. A familiar warmth bloomed in her core, a feeling she recognized from that night, but this time, and with an intensity that left her breathless. 


  Eileen gasped, a deep breath that did little to quell the rising tide of pleasure. Sounds, a mix of gasps and incoherent moans, tumbled from her lips. “Cesare,” she whispered, her voice thick with emotion, “this… it feels different.”


  Frustration laced with a desperate need coloured her voice as she repeated, “It’s strange. Really strange.”


  Cesare, sensing her struggle, murmured a question, his voice low and urgent.


  “Does it feel like you’re on the verge of…?”


  Lost in the whirlwind of sensation, Eileen could only offer a breathless confirmation, clinging to his touch as her body teetered on the edge.


  “Yes,” she whispered, more a feeling than a word.


  The slow, deliberate strokes built with agonizing intensity, a slow burn that escalated until it became undeniable. Eileen gripped the sofa fabric, knuckles white, her eyes squeezed shut in a desperate attempt to hold back the inevitable. A tingling sensation erupted within her core, a building tension that threatened to shatter.


  “Huaahh…!”


  A gasp escaped her lips, a primal sound that gave way to a prolonged moan as her body arched in ecstasy. The pleasure, a powerful wave, crashed over her repeatedly, leaving her breathless and trembling. Even as she surrendered to the climax, Cesare’s touch remained, a skilled caress that prolonged the exquisite agony.


  Finally, the wave receded, leaving her weak and gasping for air. A tremor ran through her, and a slick warmth spread where his fingers had danced. “Enough,” she whispered, her voice hoarse with a mixture of pleasure and pain. “Please, stop.”


  Cesare’s touch retreated, leaving a lingering warmth in its wake. Eileen slumped back, utterly drained. Shivers still danced across her skin, a delayed reaction to the storm that had just passed. He scooped her close, his arms a welcome haven. Nestled in his embrace, a sense of safe intimacy washed over her


  As they settled onto the sofa, the snug space felt comforting. Eileen instinctively leaned into him, seeking his warmth. But a sudden shift in sensation beneath her sent a jolt through her. She pulled back slightly, a flicker of confusion crossing her face.


  “…”


  The warmth of his arousal pressed unmistakably against her, a silent question in the close confines of the sofa. His eyes, dilated and gleaming, mirrored the raw desire simmering beneath the surface.


  Yet, Cesare remained still, his hold on her a comforting anchor in the aftermath of the storm. A question bloomed in Eileen’s mind. Why the hesitation? A spark of newfound confidence ignited within her.


  Taking a deep breath, she spoke softly, “Is there something else you’d like?” The offer was tentative, laced with a hint of uncertainty, “I may not be the most experienced, but I’m willing to learn.”


  In truth, she had no confidence. She doubted if he would feel satisfied with her inexperienced touch. But still, she wanted to do something. She wanted to see Cesare feel good. Cesare’s hand reached for hers, his touch surprisingly hesitant. “You tread a dangerous path,” he murmured, his voice husky. He held her wrist for a beat, as if wrestling with an unseen force, then released her gently.


  The memory of his earlier liberties – the teasing touch, the heated exploration – clashed with his sudden restraint. “We’re not there yet, Eileen,” he said, his gaze flickering away.


  Eileen’s confusion deepened. He had crossed boundaries before, freely indulging in intimacy. Now, with a light caress of her hand, he seemed eager to retreat.


   He only said strange things to Eileen, who wanted to know the reason.


  “I don’t want to scare you.”


  Cesare let out a soft laugh, devoid of humor. “I wouldn’t want to frighten you,” he said, his words laced with a hidden meaning. It felt like a coded message, a promise whispered before a hasty escape.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “Eileen!” Senon burst through the door with excitement, only to find that she had left some time ago. In the reception room, Diego lounged with a cigarette in hand and the window wide open.


  “Hah,” Senon sighed, unable to hide his disappointment. After diligently attending to his duties at the mansion, he had hurried out upon hearing the news that Eileen had come.


  But Eileen had departed with Cesare long before Senon’s arrival. Disappointed at missing the opportunity to see her, Senon sighed deeply, frustration evident as he grasped his hair in frustration. Resigned to the situation, he approached Diego, who sat on the windowsill, chuckling.


  “Pass me one,” Senon requested.


  “Giving up on quitting smoking?” Diego teased.


  “Just a temporary hiatus,” Senon replied.


  Eileen knew Senon as a non-smoker. In an attempt to impress Eileen, he had lied about his smoking habits.


  Since then, Senon had made numerous attempts to transform his falsehood into reality by quitting smoking. However, the tally of his temporary breaks from the habit only continued to mount.


  Taking a cigarette from Diego’s pack, Senon swiftly plucked the one from Diego’s lips, lighting it for himself before passing it back. In silence, they both indulged in their smokes for a moment before Senon broke the silence.


  “I heard you trimmed her bangs? Take off your glasses.”


  “Yes, but Senon,” Diego responded, his expression tightening as he drew in another drag of smoke before exhaling. “We all assumed Miss covered her face because of the kidnapping.”


  “Yes, that’s what we thought,”


  Following the abduction ordeal at the age of twelve, Eileen had suddenly taken to wearing glasses and hiding her face behind her bangs. It was widely presumed to be a response to the trauma of the kidnapping. Consequently, everyone had chosen to remain silent on the matter, opting not to probe further.


  “But it seems that wasn’t the case,” Diego remarked, his gaze turning colder as he let out a sarcastic chuckle.


  “The late Lady Elrod. She proved to be even more unhinged than we imagined.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  






  Chapter 47


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The Grand Duke’s knights held the Elrod couple in long-standing contempt.


   Baron Elrod, notorious for his indulgence in alcohol, gambling, and debauchery, was no friend to them.  His wife, Lady Elrod, who once served as Cesare’s nanny, shared his disregard.  She took excessive pride in her former position, a common trait among those who, lacking fulfillment, seek self-worth by association with the powerful.  She viewed Cesare’s accomplishments as her own, a delusion that only deepened their disdain.


  Initially, the knights dismissed Lady Elrod as another sycophant, one of many who craved a connection to power. However, upon meeting Eileen, the Elrod’s daughter, and forming a bond with her, they began to take a closer interest in Lady Elrod herself.


  This newfound attention, however, proved disastrous. Consumed by a suffocating jealousy, Lady Elrod couldn’t stomach the idea that Cesare’s affections lay with her daughter, Eileen, rather than herself. Her envy festered, turning towards her own child.


  Cesare, too, couldn’t ignore Lady Elrod’s increasingly erratic behavior. The once infrequent squabbles between the Elrods escalated in frequency and intensity. Witnessing this growing discord, Cesare harbored a growing concern: could the Elrods truly provide a healthy environment for Eileen?


  To shield Eileen from the influence of the Elrod couple, Cesare and the knights explored several possibilities. One option under consideration was arranging for Eileen to be adopted by another noble family. However, Eileen could not abandon her family.Forcibly separating Eileen from her family would undoubtedly cause her immense distress.


  Ultimately, Cesare opted for the most pragmatic solution: enrolling Eileen in a university located in a distant land. From a young age, Eileen had shown a keen interest in botany. Despite her youth, she possessed sufficient knowledge to pursue higher education at a university. Cesare subtly introduced the idea of the university to Eileen, hoping to naturally ignite her interest in the opportunity.


  Eileen was captivated by the prospect of attending the university, where she could delve into her passion for researching different plants and studying medicinal herbs. Yet, she hesitated, daunted by the hefty tuition fees and feeling uncertain about her relatively young age.


  To allay Eileen’s concerns and bolster her resolve, Cesare urged her not to give up hope. He pointed out the existence of scholarship opportunities and assured her that early admission was feasible based on her considerable knowledge, even though most students enrolled around adulthood. Cesare’s words infused Eileen with renewed determination and optimism.


  Trusting Cesare’s guidance implicitly, Eileen diligently followed his instructions, meticulously crafting her self-introduction and academic plan. In addition, Cesare only provided minimal assistance by writing a recommendation letter—or so Eileen thought. Little did Eileen know, Cesare had exerted behind-the-scenes pressure on the university through a substantial donation, securing a seat for her and establishing a special scholarship in her name.


  Thrilled by her acceptance into the university, Eileen initially grappled with the challenges of unfamiliar coursework. However, her dedication and innate intelligence enabled her to swiftly grasp complex concepts and absorb knowledge with ease. Eileen’s academic performance soared, reaching unprecedented heights that she sustained without falter. While she had confidence in her abilities, she remained pleasantly surprised each time she received her grades in the mail.


  Initially, professors who begrudgingly accepted students at the prince’s behest viewed Eileen with skepticism. However, they quickly warmed to her charm, wit, and exceptional intelligence. Such was their admiration for her that they vied for the opportunity to mentor her in their respective research labs, particularly those specializing in botany and pharmacology.


  Unbeknownst to Eileen, her trajectory towards a promising career in academia seemed almost predestined, had it not been for the tragic unraveling of her family.


  The Baron of Elrod’s reckless actions had brought ruin upon the family, leaving Lady Elrod to pen a poignant letter to Eileen, pleading for her return amidst profound sorrow and simmering resentment. Torn by familial obligation, Eileen abandoned her studies and heeded the call to return home, only to find herself ensnared in the turmoil that awaited her.


  On the day of Eileen’s return home, the knights of the Grand Duke congregated at a tavern, seeking solace in each other’s company as they drowned their sorrows in drink.


  It was a poignant realization that Eileen’s potential, which once seemed boundless, had been tragically shattered. Despite their heartfelt desire to assist her, their offers of financial aid were rebuffed, leaving Cesare and the knights feeling powerless to intervene.


  Indeed, the Elrod couple’s actions had irrevocably marred Eileen’s life. Therefore, when Lady Elrod passed away, there was neither jubilation nor grief… only a somber acknowledgment of the tangled web of suffering she had wrought.


  …It appears there were also instances of physical abuse,”


  Diego confided in Senon, sharing the troubling details he had gleaned from Eileen. While he was aware of Eileen’s insecurities regarding her appearance, he had not comprehended the depth of her self-loathing.


  The revelation that Eileen had nearly suffered a grievous injury, narrowly escaping being stabbed in the eye with scissors, sent a shiver down Diego’s spine. The atrocities committed by Lady Elrod were so abhorrent that they stirred a visceral sense of revulsion within him, leaving Diego feeling physically ill at the mere thought of them.


  “Our miss, what reason is there to harbor hatred towards her? She was even smaller in stature when she was younger than she is now. She was merely a child.”


  Diego cursed vehemently under his breath, grinding his teeth in frustration. Senon refrained from swearing, but his gaze burned with suppressed anger. It was a moment when they shared tales of Lady Elrod with fervent intensity.


  The lord of the mansion made his return.


  “You’re here.”


  Senon and Diego greeted the Grand Duke respectfully, extinguishing their cigarettes as a sign of deference. Cesare nodded in acknowledgment and allowed them to continue smoking before lighting his own cigarette.


  “Ah, perhaps I’ll indulge after quite some time,” Cesare mused casually as he strolled towards the window. Diego momentarily set down his cigarette on the ashtray and retrieved a cigarette case and matches from his pocket. After lighting his own cigarette, he extended the match to Cesare, offering it with a nod of deference.


  With the cigarette now lit, Cesare turned his head to gaze out of the window, his eyes fixed on the orange tree swaying gently in the courtyard breeze. He took a drag from the cigarette, exhaling slowly as he mulled over his thoughts. Cesare wasn’t particularly fond of smoking; for him, it served as a telltale sign that something weighed heavily on his mind.


  Among the knights, a variety of opinions circulated, but a shared sentiment lingered: they perceived a newfound impulsiveness in His Highness, coupled with a sense of restraint.


  Indeed, Cesare’s interactions with Eileen appeared enigmatic and unconventional, leaving many puzzled by his motives.


  Cesare had indeed undergone a transformation. He no longer viewed Eileen solely as a child but rather as a potential life partner. However, unlike in the past, when he had taken great pains to protect and care for her, there were now occasions where he seemed to purposefully allow her to endure hardship.


  Rather than shielding Eileen from the outside world, Cesare often exposed her to it, treating those who approached her with suspicion and hostility. This was evident in the recent incident involving the Duke of Farbellini’s daughter. While Cesare could have intervened to prevent Eileen from encountering any potentially embarrassing situations, he chose instead to let events unfold without interference.


  Cesare remained passive in the face of the rumors and disparaging gossip circulating in society, as well as the slanderous articles published in newspapers and magazines. He stood idly by as individuals attempted to manipulate Eileen with false promises and as others plotted against her behind the scenes.


  Cesare, reclining lazily and releasing a stream of smoke, responded in his usual composed manner. “Speak your mind, Senon.”


  “…Your Highness,” Senon began, exchanging a glance with Diego, who offered no insight. Summoning his resolve, Senon broached the subject of Eileen.


  “I fail to understand why you continue to expose Lady Eileen to various situations.”


  Cesare’s response came swiftly, but it left Senon puzzled. “Because she’s evolving beyond my previous perceptions of her.”


  Senon couldn’t help but find Cesare’s explanation perplexing, leaving him uncertain of how to proceed.


  “Kidnapping should never have occurred to Eileen. With the changes that have taken place, we must adjust our strategies accordingly… This approach is the most effective way to swiftly and accurately identify those who pose a threat to Eileen.”


  “Is it to safeguard Lady Eileen?”


  “Yes.”


  Senon struggled to contain his emotions, his voice thick with concern.


  “I believed Your Highness wished for Lady Eileen’s happiness. Even if it requires patience, surely there are safer and more humane methods…”


  “There are other means.”


  Cesare’s interruption was firm as he extinguished his cigarette in the ashtray. His eyes, ablaze with crimson intensity, seemed on the brink of overflowing like a brimming pool.


  “Well, what other options do we have? Should we resort to chaining Eileen to the Grand Duke’s mansion, forbidding her from interacting with anyone?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  “Y-Your Highness.”


  Or maybe,” he began, voice a smooth, practiced calm, “if there’s even the slightest whiff of suspicion… we could send them all to the gallows. A touch dramatic, wouldn’t you say? Actually, on second thought, perhaps a public execution is in order. Stone them to death in the square, a gruesome display for all to see. Eileen, of course, would need a front-row seat. A valuable lesson in the consequences of disrespect, wouldn’t you agree?”


  “They even put severed heads on display in taverns, I heard. And later, they even went as far as to stand in a row and do disgusting things, I mean, huh? But I’m supposed to let those kinds of b*stards live.”


  Senon and Diego exchanged a worried glance. The specifics of Cesare’s accusations remained unclear, but the raw fury behind his words left no room for misunderstanding. The impending slaughter of the Traon citizens loomed large in the stifling silence.


  After exhaling softly, Cesare paused, reaching into his coat pocket. Retrieving a silver pocket watch, he clicked it open, its ticking resonating amidst the chilly silence. Observing the movement of the hands for a moment in the cool quietness, Cesare closed the lid once more.


  “But if I were to act as I desire, Eileen would be ruined. She’s a child too precious to be treated merely as a human, even addressing the unworthy b*stard as ‘father’ and caring for him.”


  He muttered to Diego, extending his hand. “I wish I were a saint…”


  Diego, with a partially burnt cigarette in hand, snuffed it out in the ashtray. His hands trembling, he offered Cesare a fresh cigarette and struck a match. After several attempts, he finally managed to light it.


  After lighting Cesare’s cigarette, Diego absentmindedly took one from Senon’s hand and, like his own, snuffed it out in the ashtray.


  As Cesare smoked, he slowly calmed his emotions. His momentarily flashing red eyes regained composure, returning him to the leisurely and composed demeanor of the Grand Duke of Eezet, a gentle smile gracing his lips.


  “So, Senon. Even if it’s a bit unfortunate, isn’t this the better way for Eileen?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The Grand Duke’s wedding was merely a week away, set to unfold in the picturesque garden of his estate, with only a select few in attendance.


  However, owing to the insatiable curiosity of the entire Traon Empire regarding the impending union of the Grand Duke and Duchess, it was decided to capture wedding photographs and feature them in newspapers. 


  La Beretta secured the esteemed privilege of publishing these images, and even before the ceremony had commenced, the mere announcement of their forthcoming publication caused the circulation of La Beretta to skyrocket fivefold.


  Speculation ran rife that the newspaper unveiling the wedding photos would shatter historical sales records. In anticipation of this momentous event, La Beretta matched the Grand Duke’s household in meticulous preparation. They procured ink, paper, and printing presses, diligently crafting numerous articles in advance to swiftly accompany the awaited images upon receipt.


  Eileen, the wedding’s central figure, had spent the preceding week at the Grand Duke’s estate, readying herself for the impending ceremony.


  Despite residing within the confines of the same mansion, Eileen and Cesare did not cross paths. An age-old Imperial custom mandated that the betrothed couple remain physically and emotionally separated for a week preceding the ceremony, bolstered by a superstition forbidding the groom from laying eyes on the bride in her wedding gown.


  Throughout her tenure at the Grand Duke’s estate, Eileen underwent a series of preparations and instructions for the impending nuptials. Chief among these tasks was undoubtedly the meticulous memorization of the guest list.


  It was the wedding of Grand Duke Erzet, an exclusive affair reserved for the Empire’s elite. The guest list boasted names so illustrious that they seemed to shimmer with prestige.


  Only those of the highest echelons of society received invitations; anyone of lesser status need not anticipate attendance. However, some of the Grand Duke’s knights and soldiers were honored with invitations to serve as escorts.


  Eileen diligently pored over the meticulously organized list of guests provided by Sonio, committing their faces, names, ranks, and pertinent details to memory with ease. Yet, one name sparked a flicker of apprehension within her: Lady Ornella, the daughter of Duke Farbellini.


  As Eileen absorbed Ornella’s profile, her significance in society stirred a knot of nerves within her. The weight of Ornella’s presence loomed large in Eileen’s thoughts, her words echoing ominously in Eileen’s mind.


  “I was merely curious, you know. It’s just difficult to comprehend why His Highness chose you, Eileen. I understand he treats you well because you’re the daughter of his late nanny, but surely he didn’t decide to marry out of pity, did he?”


  Ornella’s words reverberated in Eileen’s mind, shattering what little confidence she had left. She stared at the name “Ornella von Farbellini” with apprehension.


  “She’ll be exquisitely attired, won’t she?”


  It was the wedding of her beloved. Eileen imagined that Ornella would dress up so beautifully that she would overshadow the bride. The situation where the bride would be completely overshadowed by her beauty seemed so clear in her mind.


  From the outset, theirs was an unlikely match. Eileen fretted over the possibility of Cesare, who had accepted a less conventionally attractive bride, facing humiliation.


  Attempting to push up her glasses with a somber expression, Eileen blinked awkwardly.


  “Ah…”


  She awkwardly withdrew her hand, realizing she had almost poked herself in the eye. Since cutting her bangs, she hadn’t been wearing glasses, and even after several days, it still felt strange. It was challenging to adapt, considering she had relied on glasses for so long, almost as if they were a part of her body.


  Upon her arrival at the Grand Duke’s estate with her altered appearance, only Sonio greeted Eileen with a warm smile as she stepped out of the car. The other servants, however, wore expressions of astonishment, their smiles conspicuously absent. Their stares, etched in her memory, stoked a simmering anger within Eileen whenever she recalled them.


  “It was all just empty words, after all.”


  When Diego and the dressmakers praised her appearance in the wedding dress, Eileen had gained some semblance of confidence, if she were to be honest with herself. Cesare’s assertion that showing her face was preferable also offered a glimmer of reassurance. Yet, Eileen couldn’t shake the feeling that Diego and Cesare were the type to find beauty in even the most unassuming of things. The dressmakers, too, likely offered flattering words for the sake of their craft.


  However, the genuine surprise etched on the faces of the servants upon her arrival at the estate was unmistakable. Their wide-eyed astonishment and gaping mouths betrayed their honest reactions to her changed appearance. There was no denying that they were genuinely taken aback, leaving Eileen to ponder the sincerity behind their expressions.


  Despite Sonio’s attempts to comfort her, Eileen remained deaf to his words of solace. If Diego and Cesare could find beauty in even the most unremarkable of things, then Sonio was perhaps even less adept at offering reassurance.


  Eileen awaited the wedding with a sense of impending doom, akin to that of a condemned prisoner awaiting execution.


  On the eve of the wedding, Cesare’s knights came to see Eileen.


  “Oops…”


  As soon as Michele laid eyes on Eileen, she stiffened visibly. Even Lotan and Senon, who hadn’t seen her transformed appearance before, were taken aback. They all hesitated to speak, their lips trembling, while Eileen gradually felt a rising embarrassment at their reactions.


  “Am I truly that unappealing…?” Eileen finally voiced the question that had been weighing on her heart, observing their hesitant denials. But despite their reassurances, Eileen had already discerned the truth from their reactions.


  “You don’t have to lie. I changed my hair and didn’t wear glasses, fearing they wouldn’t complement the wedding attire. But once the ceremony is over, I intend to revert to my previous appearance. I’ll grow my hair back and resume wearing glasses.”


  As she sighed deeply and contemplated her solitary decision, Senon suddenly erupted.


  “Eileen!”


  His words poured forth like a torrent, his fists clenched in frustration.


  “I think you look much better without glasses and with your bangs cut! I’ve been so disappointed ever since you started covering your face when you were twelve years old. Of course, your beauty is undeniable, but especially! Your eyes, Eileen! They are treasures of the Empire, and you’ve been hiding them! Of course, hiding them doesn’t change the essence of the jewels, but the beautiful sparkle under the sunlight…”


  enon’s enthusiastic rambling was abruptly interrupted by Michele’s elbow jab. Only then did Senon snap out of his reverie, his face flushed with embarrassment as he stammered out an apology.


  “I’m sorry. It’s been so long since I’ve seen you properly, I just… I really like it.”


  This time, Diego, standing beside him, nudged Senon discreetly. Sensing the potential for misunderstanding, Senon hastily clarified, his cheeks burning.


  “I meant Eileen’s eyes.”


  Michele, however, didn’t let Senon’s slip of the tongue slide unnoticed.


  “Oh, you only like her eyes?”


  “N-No, I like Eileen too, of course… Ah, do you know what I mean?”


  Senon turned to Eileen with a pitiful expression, seeking understanding amidst the awkward exchange.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  The pitiful expression, his eyes downcast, was so endearing that she couldn’t help but smile. The knights cast approving glances at Eileen as Lotan spoke gently.


  “You look beautiful. Much better without them.”


  The heartfelt compliment, delivered in a deep voice, considerably eased her mind. They likely intended to reassure her not to feel bad, but nevertheless, it felt good. Awkwardly, Eileen touched her bangs and murmured, “Thank you, everyone.”


  After keeping her trapped in a praise-filled atmosphere for quite some time, they finally got to the point.


  “Tomorrow, we knights and soldiers will be in charge of security for the wedding. We’ll be armed, so you can rest assured. If there are any troublemakers bothering the lady, I’ll just…” Michele mimicked a gun with her hand and pretended to shoot. Lotan promptly grabbed her hand and pulled it down, saying, “We’ll make sure nothing like that happens.”


  Lotan calmly explained how the wedding security would be arranged for the following day. “All of us, including the soldiers, will be in uniform. They’ll be familiar faces, so don’t follow anyone you don’t know.”


  There was a slight tone of dissatisfaction, as if lecturing a child about kidnapping. However, Eileen, with a record of one abduction and one kidnapping, quietly listened without protesting.


  “However, due to the limited number of soldiers available for the wedding venue, our field of vision is restricted,” Lotan explained.


  He guided Eileen to a seat and spread out the blueprint of the Grand Duke’s estate on the table. Pointing to the red dots marked on the blueprint, he continued, “This is the position of the soldiers guarding the venue. There will be the most personnel stationed here, where the wedding will take place…” Lotan drew a large circle on the blueprint with his pen. “Stay in the wedding venue as much as possible, but if you need to enter the mansion, please use this corridor. It’s the safest route.”


  The corridor indicated was the front entrance leading from the garden to the mansion.


  “Once inside the mansion, you’ll likely be with His Grace, but let me explain,” Lotan continued, his pen moving swiftly across the blueprint.


  “Just think of using the stairs in the middle of the front as the only option. It’s unlikely, but in case of an emergency, you must come here.” He drew a star on the blueprint in the corner of the top floor of the Duke’s estate. With a bear-like hand, Lotan swiftly drew star shapes and solemnly emphasized, “It’s imperative. We’ll practice together later, but you must be able to go alone. There’s a secret passage behind the largest frame in the room.”


  There, emergency funds, dried rations, spare clothes, etc., are prepared, and the passage leads to the outskirts of the estate.


  After listening to Lotan’s explanation for a while, Eileen couldn’t help but feel tense. She couldn’t shake off the dreadful scenarios that played in her mind about possible mishaps at the wedding venue. Swallowing dryly, Eileen finally voiced her concerns.


  “By any chance… Have you received any… warnings?”


  She couldn’t help but think that their thorough preparations were due to some foreboding.


  But Lotan replied bluntly, “No,”


  “If such a warning had been received, His Grace would have canceled or postponed the wedding until the perpetrator was caught.”


  He made it clear that they would have sent the culprits to the gallows or executed them. Lotan emphasized that they would only reschedule the wedding after dealing with the situation definitively.


  “You won’t need to use this passage, Eileen. We’ll make sure of that. But we’re explaining it to you just in case, to prepare for every possibility,” Lotan reassured her.


  Cesare, with a history of blood on his hands, had been involved in warfare since the tender age of 10. Despite being sent into perilous situations, he managed to return alive, but not without accumulating enemies along the way. To survive, he had to kill. With each new medal added to his uniform, he gained more enemies.


  “You probably already have some idea, but… His enemies are not limited to within the Empire.”


  Cesare had enemies not only within the Traon Empire but also in other countries. The unpredictability of potential threats was evident, as seen in past incidents like the assassination attempt at the greenhouse.


  While Cesare had started to assert control over the nobles within the Empire, there remained a clear possibility, as demonstrated by cases like Matteo, the son-in-law of the former Senate president, where individuals with personal vendettas might resort to extreme actions.


  From the moment she was declared the Grand Duchess of Erzet, Eileen also became their target.


  It was a monumental change for Eileen, who had previously spent her days crafting leaf carvings and selling potions in a dingy inn room.


  “I apologize for the somber words… but we are prepared to risk our lives to protect you, Eileen, so I hope you won’t worry too much,” Lotan said, feeling a bit awkward for delivering such a warning. He chuckled nervously.


  Eileen quietly replied as she gazed at the burn marks covering Lotan’s face. “…Please don’t.”


  She met the eyes of each of the four people, then spoke.


  “I hope you won’t have to risk your lives for me. I’ll be careful too. I’ll stay only where the security is.”


  Then, everyone fell silent. Lotan clenched his teeth, his voice faintly trembling as he replied, “Yes, Lady Eileen.”


  After the detailed explanation, Eileen went with Lotan to inspect the path he had mentioned. Eileen meticulously absorbed every detail he had explained, Lotan looked visibly pleased.


  And then, the day of the wedding arrived.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen had intended to retire early the night before, knowing she had to rise before sunrise, but sleep eluded her. Tension kept her tossing and turning, and when she finally did drift off, it was only for a few short hours before she woke again. From then on, she felt like she was being pulled along by the servants, caught in a half-dreamlike state.


  Each time she half-closed her eyes, the scenes shifted rapidly, but even after bathing in a tub filled with fragrant flower petals, she couldn’t manage to doze off.


  Amidst the commotion of servants attending to her, meticulously dressing her and fussing over her appearance, Eileen remained in a daze. The servant applying makeup continuously expressed admiration, eagerly showing Eileen her reflection in the mirror, but Eileen only managed a faint smile, avoiding prolonged eye contact with her own reflection.


  As the early morning light filtered through the windows, the dressmakers arrived, adding to the flurry of activity surrounding the preparation for the day ahead.


  They, clearly exhausted from staying up all night, sported dark circles under their eyes. Their usual stylish attire was nowhere to be seen; instead, they were clad in shabby work clothes. Perhaps the one who seemed to be the leader spoke with a tired voice.


  “How have you been? I’d like to inquire about your well-being in detail, but we don’t have time, so let’s start the work right away.”


  With that, they all cast fervent glances at Eileen and hurried towards her. Feeling a bit intimidated, Eileen froze in place as one of them fetched a chemise and dresser and began tightening the laces of her corset. There were no implants to artificially puff out her skirt; instead, they worked meticulously to create a naturally flowing contour.


  Then, with white gloves adorning their hands, they began to dress Eileen in her wedding gown. The gloves were a precaution to prevent any handprints from tarnishing the pristine fabric. Their movements were delicate and focused as they tied ribbons and adjusted the dress.


  Once Eileen was fully adorned, the three women shared a heartfelt embrace, tears welling up in their eyes.


  “We… we created such a masterpiece…!”


  Their tears seemed excessive as they dabbed at their eyes with handkerchiefs.


  The owners of the clothing store were meticulous in their efforts to preserve the elegance of the moment, carefully draping a veil over Eileen’s face.


  “Please ensure that we have the opportunity to create the clothes you will wear in the future.”


  “We will make them together!”


  Eileen silently mused that if an unattractive person were to wear their creations, it wouldn’t serve as the best advertisement for the dressmakers. However, she kept her thoughts to herself, considering their excitement.


  Finally, after all the preparations were complete, it was time to proceed to the wedding venue. Eileen’s vision was slightly obscured by the veil, but as someone who often partially covered her view with her bangs, she felt an odd sense of tranquility.


  With the assistance of the servants, Eileen slowly made her way to the wedding venue. It was the moment she stepped out of the mansion.


  A cheerful melody, snippets of conversation, laughter, and the chirping of birds all blended together in a symphony of sounds. All eyes turned to the bride’s entrance as Eileen emerged.


  The bustling crowd fell silent abruptly as Eileen stepped outside, a moment of hushed anticipation enveloping the scene.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  






  Chapter 50


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Even the musicians’ performance halted as if frozen by magic. In the suspended time of the banquet hall, only the mournful cry of a confused bird echoed softly.


  Eileen clenched the bouquet tightly in her hand, using it to conceal her trembling fingers. Her gaze remained fixed diagonally ahead, focusing solely on the path before her.


  The carriage ride had already been tense. Despite her efforts to steel herself, she felt on the verge of vomiting from the uneasy reactions of the guests. The thin veil covering her face seemed to weigh heavily, adding to her discomfort.


  She would have welcomed laughter, even if it were derisive. Anything would have been preferable to the suffocating silence that no one dared to break.


  What made the situation even more miserable was the knowledge that Ornella was witnessing it all. How gleefully she must be laughing inwardly. Eileen could easily imagine her blowing smoke in her face and sarcastically asking, “Enjoying the wedding?”


  The night before, she had fretted about the possibility of violence erupting at the wedding venue following Rhotan’s warning, but now she found herself thinking it might be preferable to going through with the marriage.


  ‘No, stop it. This kind of thinking…’


  Despite everyone’s assurances to protect her at all costs, it was a line of thought Eileen couldn’t entertain, no matter how challenging the situation became. She silently shook her head and focused on placing one foot in front of the other.


  The musicians, who had stood frozen for a while, finally resumed playing. Yet, the guests remained silent, their hushed anticipation palpable.


  Finally, Eileen reached where her father was standing. He stood there in a slightly rumpled suit, with a faint scent of alcohol lingering about him, but Eileen chose to ignore it. Simply not being drunk would have been enough.


  “You look beautiful,” her father said with apparent emotion as he approached her.


  Eileen murmured a small thank you, but closed her mouth tightly. Her father then took her hand and stood with her at the head of the white aisle.


  Keeping her gaze fixed on the clean fabric, Eileen lifted her head slightly. . She longed to catch a glimpse of Cesare. Just seeing him might grant her the courage to endure the remainder of the wedding.


  If anyone could find her endearing, no matter her appearance, it would be Cesare.


  Perhaps he wouldn’t mind her heavily adorned state. With cautious hope, she lifted her head and peered ahead. And there, at the end of the white aisle, stood a man.


  It had been a week since she last saw him. Cesare was dressed in the uniform of the Imperial Army’s supreme commander. He had shed the hat and cloak from his parade attire, adorning his chest with a white lily boutonniere embellished with medals and ribbons.


  He stood there, awaiting Eileen in the manner she adored most—as the groom of this wedding.


  The moment she laid eyes on Cesare, a wave of relief washed over her. The outdoor wedding venue, adorned with thousands of flowers, finally came into clear focus.


  The intense and fresh scent of flowers, the beautiful march played by the musicians, and the applause of the guests—Eileen suddenly became aware of the vibrant world around her, a world she had failed to notice until now. It flooded over her, restoring color to her previously colorless existence.


  As she stood on the flower-strewn aisle, Eileen felt her tension and fear slowly dissipate, replaced by a different kind of tension that filled her chest.


  In that moment, she couldn’t help but reminisce about the first time she met him in a lily field. She recalled the voice that had held her as a ten-year-old and said, “You must be Lily.”


  It was love at first sight. The naive young Eileen, knowing nothing of the world, had fallen in love with the Prince of the empire. Cesare reciprocated her love abundantly. He cherished Eileen like his own child, overseeing her every growth and showering her with affection even greater than parents could provide.


  Because of him, Eileen could exist. Cesare was her entire world.


  She had transitioned from being his cherished ward to his beloved wife, but as long as she could remain by his side in any capacity… Eileen was willing to pay any price.


  Gazing at the man she loved, Eileen took a step forward. Her father, somewhat flustered, hastened to catch up and escort her.


  Previously fixated on the floor, Eileen’s gaze was now solely fixed on Cesare. The closer she drew to him, the less anything else mattered.


  Finally, she halted before Cesare. Standing face to face with him, Eileen blinked slowly. The man before her was not a figment of her imagination; no matter how many times she blinked, he remained steadfastly real.


  Yet, despite his tangible presence, it still felt surreal, as if she were in a dream. She half-wished to pinch her arm to ensure she wasn’t imagining it all. The notion that this man was about to become her husband seemed almost too fantastical to grasp. If someone were to burst in at that moment and declare, “You’re not the bride,” she might readily believe it to be true.


  Her father placed her hand in Cesare’s, who accepted it quietly. With his role in the wedding fulfilled, her father stepped aside, though Eileen hardly noticed. All her focus was fixed unwaveringly on Cesare.


  The firm grip of Cesare’s hand conveyed a tangible sense of reality, even through the slight pain it caused. Eileen called out to him with a trembling voice.


  “Cesare…”


  She hoped desperately for him to respond, to call out her name, confirming that this moment was indeed real. Through the veil that obscured her vision, she looked at him with urgency, longing for his acknowledgment.


  Even through the blurry veil, Cesare’s red eyes were unmistakable, clear and filled with Eileen. In a surprising move, he released her hand, causing Eileen to watch in astonishment as he lifted her veil.


  As her vision cleared, Eileen and Cesare locked eyes. The pounding of her heart reverberated in her ears, drowning out all other sounds. Before her stood the unbelievably handsome man, and involuntarily, Eileen’s lips parted slightly.


  There was a look on Cesare’s face that she had never seen before. The man who always possessed a clear, sharp gaze now appeared dreamy, as if lost in a reverie. His eyes, enchanted by an ethereal beauty, were fixed intently on Eileen, mirroring her own gaze.


  His intense scrutiny felt hot and relentless, as though every glance was a searing flame. After what seemed like an eternity, Cesare slowly parted his lips.


  “Eileen.”


  His voice, faintly trembling, whispered her name again, filled with an indescribable tenderness.


  “Eileen…”


  He breathed her name like a sigh, then gently lifted the veil, allowing it to cascade down behind her.


  Lost in the moment with Cesare, Eileen suddenly remembered the officiant waiting at the platform. The high priest from the temple was glaring with bulging eyes, his gaze darting back and forth between Eileen and Cesare.


  ‘Is it because he lifted the veil first?’


  Traditionally, lifting the veil was done right before the vows. While it was an unusual action, it wasn’t necessarily wrong. It shouldn’t have been enough to cause such a stir… Perhaps the Grand Duke’s wedding demanded stricter adherence to customs. Eileen wasn’t entirely sure, but she and Cesare stood resolutely before the officiant, ready to proceed with the ceremony.


  The old high priest appeared lost in thought until Cesare subtly furrowed his brows, prompting the priest to start the ceremony with a jolt.


  As the high priest recited the marriage prayer, Eileen fidgeted with the hand clasped in Cesare’s. Sensing her nervousness, Cesare gave her hand a reassuring squeeze before gently releasing it.


  Following the officiant’s prayer, Cesare was the first to recite his vow:


  “I, Cesare Traon Carl Erzet, as Grand Duke of the Traon Empire, swear in the name of the Gods: eternal love that will never change, true trust that will never falter, and to be the winged lion that protects our new family.”


  He paused after uttering the phrase reserved only for nobility, then continued to complete the vow:


  “…to raise my sword without hesitation for my lady.”


  The final words echoed those of a soldier’s wedding prayer. Similarly, Eileen’s concluding vow reflected the commitment of a woman marrying a soldier.


  “I, Eileen Elrod, representing the Baron Elrod family, swear in the name of the Gods: eternal love that will never change, obedience without deceit, and for peace to flourish in our new family like the olive tree.”


  With heartfelt sincerity, Eileen offered her prayer to the gods:


  “…to weave a laurel wreath for my knight.”


  She prayed that Cesare would always be blessed with the glory of victory.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  






  Chapter 51


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  In truth, Eileen’s prayers had seldom been answered by the Gods. However, if they were to grant just one, she hoped it would be today’s. It was a special day, and she dared to believe that perhaps the Gods would heed her prayer this time.


  After they finished their vows, the flower boy approached and presented a tray holding a box of rings. Cesare picked up the small red velvet box.


  Though she had never received a proposal ring, it didn’t matter. Just receiving a wedding ring from Cesare filled her with happiness. With a heart pounding in anticipation, Eileen awaited the ring he would place on her finger.


  As the red velvet box opened, Eileen couldn’t believe her eyes. Inside lay a ring she had never seen before, yet it felt oddly familiar.


  It was the ring young Eileen had secretly sketched in her diary. The childlike design had been elevated through delicate craftsmanship into a breathtaking piece of art. A platinum band adorned with sizable diamonds and emeralds, it surpassed her wildest dreams. The intricately designed band was embedded with smaller diamonds, each one sparkling brilliantly in the sunlight. The sheer extravagance of the ring was almost intimidating to contemplate its price.


  ‘How…’


  ‘How did he know about the ring I had sketched so secretly in my diary?’


  Cesare had visited the brick house only a handful of times, and he had ventured upstairs just once.


  While it was possible she might have shown him the drawing when they were children, Eileen recalled every interaction with the Prince so vividly that it seemed improbable. It defied logic and reason, yet there was a strange sense of rightness to it. Eileen’s grip on reality seemed to waver, as if she were floating on a cloud.


  Cesare knelt on one knee, his gaze meeting Eileen’s as she extended her trembling hand towards him. With a smile playing on her lips, her almond-shaped eyes locked onto his intense crimson gaze.


  He gently took her hand and slid the ring onto her finger, the solid metal gliding smoothly until it nestled snugly at the base of her fourth finger, fitting her perfectly.


  Above the delicate lace glove enveloping her hand, the ring sparkled, casting a mesmerizing glow. Eileen’s gaze lingered on it, her heart overflowing with joy. With a serene smile, she accepted the box from the flower boy and retrieved Cesare’s ring. His ring, adorned with a single, smaller diamond, exuded simplicity and elegance, perfectly befitting Cesare’s demeanor.


  As Eileen admired the ring for a fleeting moment, Cesare rose from his kneeling position and removed his left glove, extending his hand towards her. Though it was merely the exchange of rings, she found herself trembling inexplicably. Drawing a deep breath, Eileen steadied herself and clasped Cesare’s hand. His hand was strikingly beautiful—large and masculine, yet possessing an elegant grace, with prominent veins tracing across his skin. Almost unconsciously, she traced her fingertips along his hand before delicately sliding the ring onto his finger.


  Her trembling made her movements slow and awkward, yet Cesare waited patiently, without a hint of complaint. Finally, she managed to push the ring to the base of his finger. As she gazed at the rings shining on both their hands, Eileen was overwhelmed with bliss. Cesare, too, admired the pair of rings adorning their hands. His intense red gaze shifted slowly to meet Eileen’s, and she smiled shyly in return.


  “…”


  As he watched her smile blossom like a flower bud unfolding, Cesare drew a deep breath. The scent of lilies filled his lungs, momentarily overwhelming him. Gazing at Eileen, now his wife and radiating joy like a blooming flower, he suppressed a bittersweet smile. 


  This was his first and last chance.


  He had long resigned himself to the belief that perfect happiness would forever elude him. The path he had chosen was one of sacrifice, fueled by his unwavering desire for Eileen’s survival, even if it meant she endured moments of unhappiness. Yet, it didn’t diminish his fervent wish for her happiness. He treasured nothing more than seeing Eileen’s smiling face.


  Unable to contain his emotions any longer, Cesare pulled his bride into his arms. Embracing his beloved, now his wife, tightly, he supported her back with one hand and kissed her fiercely.


  “Ah…!”


  Eileen shrieked, her wide eyes rounding like a rabbit’s in surprise. Her body arched back, clutching desperately at Cesare’s uniform. He chuckled lowly at the sight, a sound that sent shivers down her spine.


  Cesare continued the kiss, his gaze locked on hers. It was a kiss unlike any wedding vow – far too passionate, a raw display of carnal desire. Yet, with the temple’s high priest and countless guests witnessing the scene, Cesare seemed utterly unconcerned.


  Years of hardship had hardened him to the scrutiny of others. He devoured Eileen’s mouth with a ferocious hunger, a possession that mirrored the frenzy of war. His crimson eyes blazed with a dangerous intensity, a reflection of the turmoil within.


  In that moment, the unthinkable flickered across his mind. He yearned to consume Eileen entirely, to keep her safe within him, forever shielded from the world’s cruelty. The chilling thought settled in – only he could inflict the pain he so desperately wanted to shield her from.


  Cesare, a master of control, channeled his burning desire into the kiss. He relentlessly traced her soft palate with his tongue, a slow seduction that melted Eileen’s initial shock and uncertainty. A delicious haze clouded her eyes, their golden-green depths reflecting only him. Perhaps he’d already lost his mind under the spell of her complete surrender.


  A dark chuckle rumbled in his chest, quickly swallowed. He captured her soft tongue between his own, a brief nip leaving a tender mark. It was a possessive claim, a brand in this new world where he was her shield.


  Everything was for Eileen. He was hers, body and soul, a weapon to be wielded in her defense.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The supposed “I do” was a scandalously intimate display. The Grand Duke’s scorching kiss, far exceeding the boundaries of a ceremonial vow, ignited a blush across every guest’s face. The spectacle continued until the bride, Eileen, swayed precariously on her feet, her cheeks mirroring the heat radiating from the newlyweds. Finally breaking apart, the couple greeted their wide-eyed audience before disappearing into the mansion.


  Inside, a whirlwind of activity awaited. Photographers buzzed around, capturing the union for the nation’s newspapers. Soon, Eileen would be whisked away for preparations for the night ahead, while the Grand Duke transformed from passionate groom to gracious host, ensuring a joyous celebration for their assembled guests.


  The staff of the Grand Duke’s mansion bustled about, guiding the still-dazed guests to the banquet hall. They expertly crafted beautiful bouquets from the fresh flowers that had adorned the outdoor wedding venue, distributing them among the attendees and infusing the hall with a delightful floral scent.


  Slowly, the guests, who had initially been half-stunned, began to regain their composure. Soon, the room buzzed with excitement as they animatedly discussed the historic wedding they had just witnessed.


  Those invited to the Grand Duke of Erzet’s wedding were a select few, chosen from foreign royalty and the highest nobility of the Empire—individuals with the bluest of blood. Accustomed to luxury and opulence, they nevertheless found themselves awestruck upon arriving at the outdoor wedding venue within the Grand Duke’s mansion. The transformed garden, now a floral paradise, left them breathless.


  The wedding venue was adorned lavishly with an array of expensive fresh flowers, prominently featuring lilies. The décor struck a balance between opulence and elegance, exuding a sophisticated atmosphere that transcended mere monetary value.


  As the guests took their seats, meticulously arranged around the intricately decorated venue, they eagerly anticipated the arrival of the bride and groom. Meanwhile, hushed whispers circulated about Eileen Elrod, the recent subject of Empire-wide gossip.


  Merely the daughter of a baron’s family, Eileen possessed neither wealth, power, nor prestige. Yet, to the astonishment of many, the Grand Duke of Erzet had chosen her as his bride. Initially, speculation ran rampant, with many assuming Lady Elrod must be an exceptional beauty.


  However, the initial rumors of her peerless beauty soon fizzled out. Those who knew her from before began to share their observations, asserting that she was rather plain and unremarkable in appearance, lacking the allure expected of a bride of such high standing.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  






  Chapter 52


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Initially met with skepticism, the repeated circulation of the same story gradually swayed public opinion. Naturally, curiosity turned towards the question of why the Grand Duke had chosen Eileen Elrod as his bride.


  Already possessing formidable power, wealth, and prestige, the Grand Duke’s decision puzzled many. Instead of aligning himself with a bride from a powerful noble family to further bolster his influence, he had seemingly chosen a woman from a family he could easily control and manipulate to his desires.


  Speculation ran rampant, with many surmising that while Eileen Elrod may not possess striking beauty, she must possess an exceptionally kind and obedient nature. Whispers suggested that the Grand Duke, having been molded by a life on the battlefield, sought solace in a woman who could provide him with comfort and tranquility.


  The rumors, which had been spreading uncontrollably, reached their climax when Lady Ornella, daughter of the Duke of Farbellini, shared her perspective. During a social gathering of ladies and noblewomen, Ornella recounted her encounter with Eileen at the Imperial Palace, expressing her concerns with evident worry.


  “It appeared her family was facing financial difficulties. She even asked if she could work as my maid, and I had to gently dissuade her, reminding her of her impending status as part of the royal family. It saddened me deeply that I couldn’t offer her assistance…”


  She sorrowfully observed that it seemed the Grand Duke was rather indifferent to Lady Elrod.


  Upon learning that the motive behind this perplexing marriage was not even love, people were both shocked and consumed by curiosity. Ornella observed the women, who were fervently speculating on various reasons, and then added one more possibility.


  “Perhaps it’s out of compassion or loyalty? I’ve heard she is the daughter of the deceased nanny.”


  The new piece of information regarding the Empire’s hottest topic spread swiftly among the noblewomen and young ladies, who eagerly disseminated it throughout their social circles. By the time the wedding day arrived, Eileen Elrod’s reputation had plummeted to its lowest point. Vicious rumors swirled around her, and many openly criticized the Grand Duke’s seemingly poor choice.


  Consequently, the guests invited to the Grand Duke’s wedding awaited the appearance of Eileen Elrod with heightened anticipation, considering her the true star of the day.


  Meanwhile, Ornella appeared particularly resplendent, resembling a lily herself, which harmonized perfectly with the outdoor wedding venue adorned with lilies. Observing this, some guests whispered speculations that the bride might feel overshadowed.


  When Cesare made his entrance in his uniform, some guests sighed in disappointment, shaking their heads at the prospect of such a capable man making what they deemed to be a foolish choice.


  As Eileen Elrod made her grand entrance, the guests were momentarily rendered speechless. Before them stood a woman of such breathtaking beauty and grace that she appeared as though she had stepped out of a fairy tale, perfectly complementing the lily-filled wedding venue.


  Clad in a gown adorned with intricate lace and sparkling crystals, each step she took caused her neatly half-tied brown locks to cascade gracefully. Her face, veiled delicately, exuded a fragility and elegance akin to that of a flower fairy.


  When the veil was lifted, revealing Eileen Elrod’s radiant countenance in its entirety, the guests could only hold their breath in wonderment. Her most captivating feature, lending her an ethereal allure, was her eyes. Flecked with golden fragments, her green orbs shimmered with a kaleidoscope of hues when caught in the light.


  Those who had been captivated by the Grand Duchess’s beauty found themselves further entranced by the passionate kiss exchanged between the Grand Duke and his bride. So spellbound were they that by the time they regained their senses, the wedding ceremony had drawn to a close.


  As they entered the reception hall, each guest clutching a bouquet of lilies and other fresh flowers, reality began to settle in. And in unison, they all echoed the same sentiment –


  The wedding of the Grand Duke and Duchess of Erzet would be remembered forever in the history of the Traon Empire.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  To capture the photograph, they had to remain perfectly still for several seconds. While this process marked a significant improvement from the days when capturing a landscape could take hours, it still felt burdensome. For Eileen, being photographed for the first time, anxiety gnawed at her. She imagined countless scenarios where a sneeze or a slight mistake could lead to an awkward photo published in the newspaper.


  As the moment for the actual photo arrived, she stood straight as directed by the photographer, maintaining a gentle smile on her lips without budging an inch. She managed to endure the process without incident. However, once the photo was taken, new worries began to plague her.


  ‘The entire Empire will see this unflattering photo of the Grand Duchess.’


  With the entire Empire eagerly awaiting the wedding photo of the Grand Duke and Duchess of Erzet, the anticipation was palpable. As soon as the photo was captured, newspapers would scramble to print it, sending the nation into a frenzy.


  The president of La Beretta, specially invited to the wedding, hurried back to the newspaper office immediately after the ceremony’s conclusion. An editorial on the day’s events, accompanied by the wedding photo, was to be published. All other articles had been prepared in advance, requiring only minor adjustments based on the wedding’s particulars.


  Eileen could only hope that people wouldn’t be too disappointed. Perhaps they might even perceive the Grand Duke as exceptionally kind-hearted for choosing a bride regardless of her perceived appearance.


  ‘Since it’s already done, I should just forget about it.’ 


  Resigned to her fate, she made the decision and, after parting ways with Cesare, headed to the bathroom.


  While Cesare entertained guests in the reception hall, Eileen finally found relief from the wedding dress she had worn since morning. Despite not cinching the corset too tightly around her slender waist, it still felt stifling, and the elaborate decorations added to its weight.


  Servants hurriedly assisted her out of the dress, providing a much-needed massage to soothe her exhausted body. After indulging in some light snacks and quenching her thirst, she luxuriated in a relaxing bath.


  A discreet attendant, a small, sharp blade held with practiced ease, ensured flawless smoothness across the bride’s most intimate contours. The steel then gave way to polished emery, each nail meticulously shaped and filed to a perfect, gleaming point. No errant caress tonight would leave its mark on the Grand Duke.


  Eileen was tended to and groomed for quite some time, the pampering process so soothing that she even dozed off midway through. She only stirred awake when the servant gently dressed her in a nearly transparent nightgown.


  ‘Are we really going to do it tonight?’


  With a nervous bite on her lip, Eileen glanced down at the practically nonexistent nightgown, her mouth feeling parched with nerves. When she reached for a drink of water, the servant attempted to dissuade her, but Eileen drank it nonetheless, fearing her throat might stick together if she didn’t.


  Fully prepared, Eileen entered the Grand Duke’s bedroom. She half-expected to see rose petals scattered on the bed, but there were none. Instead, large bouquets of lilies, lisianthus, gerberas, and baby’s breath—flowers from the wedding ceremony—adorned the room in vases.


  After the servants departed, leaving Eileen alone in the bedroom, she approached one of the vases and inhaled the fragrance of the flowers. Among them, the strong scent of lilies stood out the most.


  To Eileen, lilies were Cesare’s flower. Yet, it seemed Cesare thought otherwise…


  Eileen, who had been lost in the fragrance of the lilies, gently plucked one from the vase. Cradling the fresh bloom in her hand, she made her way to the bed. Carefully placing the lily among the crimson rose petals, it added a touch of elegance to the arrangement. As she contemplated where to position the lily on the bed, the bedroom door suddenly swung open without warning.


  Startled, Eileen instinctively clutched the lily to her chest, her heart racing. It was only after belatedly confirming the identity of the intruder that she realized Cesare had entered and closed the door behind him. His eyes roamed over her for a moment before he spoke, a smirk playing on his lips.


  “Is it alright to simply cover your chest?”


  A rosy flush crept up Eileen’s neck as her hand instinctively dipped to shield her intimacy. Her sheer nightgown offered little in the way of modesty, one side dipping precariously low to reveal the tempting swell of a breast, its peak a taut bud against the fabric.


  Cesare, still a vision in his crisp uniform, chuckled darkly. The contrast between their attire was stark, a silent declaration of his intent. Before a single word could be spoken, a gloved finger brushed against her exposed skin, sending a jolt of electricity sparking through her.


  Without preamble, Cesare swept Eileen off her feet, a forceful undercurrent beneath his casual touch. He deposited her onto the bed, their gazes locked in a silent dance of anticipation.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  “Ah, Your Highness…!”


  Eileen’s bright brown hair tousled on the white bedsheet as she clutched the lily close. Glancing up, she met Cesare’s gaze. He loomed over her like a dangerous predator, his crimson eyes glowing even in the dim light. The intensity of the moment sent shivers down her spine.


  Cesare’s hands came down on either side of her head, caging her. His gaze pinned her in place. As their eye contact lingered, Eileen grew more restless. Finally unable to withstand the intensity, Unable to hold his stare any longer, she started to turn her head away.


  A soft command, laced with an undercurrent of power, rumbled from Cesare’s throat. “Look at me.”


  Well-accustomed to issuing commands, Cesare knew precisely how to assert himself. Reluctantly, Eileen turned back to face him.


  Bracing himself on one arm, Cesare used his other hand to trace the outline of Eileen’s lips. The cool touch of leather sent a strange shiver through her. The softly lit bedroom was a cocoon of gentle darkness. As Cesare’s hand explored her lips, Eileen’s breath grew irregular. When her breathing became completely erratic, she managed to speak. 


  “You’ve returned…”


  It was a belated greeting, an attempt to alleviate the embarrassment and awkwardness. For some reason, Cesare seemed pleased by her shy attempt.


  “…Yes.”


  He drew Eileen into his arms with a gentle, deliberate motion. His body pressed against hers, and she could feel the firmness of his uniform against her soft skin. As she tried to shift her legs, she found Cesare’s thick thigh already between them, effectively immobilizing her. With their bodies intertwined, Cesare whispered a greeting into Eileen’s ear.


  “I’ve returned, Eileen.”


  A hint of alcohol lingered in his breath, suggesting he had indulged in the offerings of the wedding guests. As the focal point of the celebration, he seemed to have partaken generously. While enveloped in his embrace, Eileen discreetly breathed in his scent.


  The odor of alcohol from her father had always repulsed her. Whenever he returned home heavily intoxicated, she would hasten to open all the windows to dissipate the smell. 


  Strangely, Cesare was different. His alcohol-tinged scent was oddly pleasant, with a sweet yet slightly sour note, reminiscent perhaps of fruit wine.


  A shiver ran down her spine as she inhaled the scent. Cesare took a deep breath before exhaling. He gently licked Eileen’s neck. Like eating candy, he licked and sucked before slowly nibbling. His actions left red marks on her neck, yet rather than feeling disgusted, Eileen found herself enjoying it. Cesare then firmly pressed his lips against hers and sucked hard.


  He pulled away, leaving a constellation of heated kisses on her neck. Just as his hand brushed against the silky strap of her nightgown, a sound shattered the charged silence. Eileen, mortified, let out a strangled sniffle.


  “I’m so sorry, Your Highness,” she stammered, her cheeks burning hotter than his touch.


  Cesare, a hint of amusement dancing in his crimson eyes, let out a low chuckle. Here she was, clad in something barely there, and she’d managed to break the mood with a sneeze. The indignity of it all!


  Cesare’s amusement lingered, a low rumble in his chest as he ran his fingers through her tousled hair. A hint of laughter lingered in his voice as he asked, “Chilly, are we?”


  Yes, just a tad. Actually, there’s not much difference between what I’ve removed and what’s left. But I believe the sudden sneeze was triggered because, in my opinion, your uniform might have brushed against me. The medals and buttons… they feel cold and hard,” Eileen explained earnestly.


  Cesare continued to chuckle as he sat up from the bed, and Eileen followed suit, sitting up as well.


  “I’ve never had someone ask me to undress before.”


  She attempted to reassure herself that it wasn’t quite like that, but then halted, realizing that was indeed the implication of her statement.


  “Um, well, if you’re going to do it anyway…” Her response was a mumble, lacking in confidence. She had mentally prepared herself for the night, but beyond that, she didn’t know what to expect. All she knew about lovemaking was what Cesare had taught her.


  “You should take it off. My wife told me to take it off,” Cesare remarked, his tone light as he began unbuttoning his uniform in front of Eileen. Starting from the top, he worked his way down with deliberate slowness.


  As the buttons of his shirt came undone, revealing his collarbone, Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise. With a gasp, all the buttons were released, unveiling his robust chest and abdomen in full.


  Cesare, a picture of practiced ease, began to shed his uniform. Eileen, her cheeks burning a shade that rivaled the crimson of his eyes, watched, a whirlwind of unfamiliar emotions swirling within her. Her breath hitched as a stray lock of hair fell loose, revealing the tips of her ears, flushed a delicate pink. A smirk played on Cesare’s lips as he reached for the final button on his shirt. 


  “Do you want to touch it?”


  Eileen’s eyes widened at the audacious suggestion. Her face turned even redder, and she trembled uncontrollably.


  “M-me? Touch you, Your Highness, I mean, Cesare?”


  “Don’t want to?”


  “It’s not that I don’t want to,” Eileen stammered, her voice barely a whisper. Heat flooded her cheeks, and a tremor ran through her hand before she could stop it. But before she could voice any further protest, Cesare grasped her hand, cool and steady against her feverish skin. He placed it firmly on his chest, the heat of his bare skin sending a jolt through her.


  Cesare’s touch was a slow exploration. His fingers brushed against hers, guiding her over the defined planes of his chest, the taut muscles rippling beneath her fingertips. A gasp escaped her lips as he grazed a nipple, sending a shiver of delicious sensation down her spine. The descent continued, his hand guiding hers down a sculpted torso, the firm ridges of his abdominal muscles a stark contrast to the smooth expanse of skin.


  Eileen’s fingers, hesitant at first, traced a path across Cesare’s chest. Each touch sent a jolt through her, both thrilling and terrifying. A nervous squeak escaped her lips, “Don’t—” The protest died on her tongue as she swallowed her saliva. 


  These weren’t sculpted for show, but honed by battle. Yet, beneath her fingertips, they felt magnificent. Every ridge and valley was a testament to his strength, a silent echo of his past. The texture was unlike anything she’d ever felt – a combination of taut muscle and smooth skin, sending shivers down her spine with every exploration.


  ‘The man’s body is so beautiful.’


  As Eileen reached the area she wanted to touch, her fingers hesitated. She felt a different texture from the smooth skin she had encountered before.


  The moment she confirmed the unfamiliar texture, it was as if her head had been splashed with cold water. Eileen’s hand instinctively gripped Cesare’s uniform shirt, and she spread it wide open on both sides.


  “Ah…”


  Cesare’s body was a tapestry of scars—etched lines that spoke of past battles, each a brutal poem etched in crimson against his pale skin. Eileen’s fingertips, tracing a path down his chest, encountered the first of these stories. It was a jagged line, a testament to the brutality he’d faced. Her touch lingered, a silent question.


  A sudden itch on her nose threatened to shatter the charged silence. Biting her lip, Eileen fought back a whimper, the tears welling in her eyes a confusing mix of emotions.


  “I didn’t intend to make you cry.”


  Feeling a pang of unease in his chest, Cesare, the perpetrator himself, appeared to brush off the gravity of the situation. He finished removing his uniform shirt and then pulled Eileen into a comforting embrace. Kissing her tear-stained cheek gently, he held her close, as if consoling a distraught child.


  “Don’t cry, Eileen,” Cesare murmured softly, his voice soothing and reassuring.


  Eileen clung to his neck tightly, her emotions swirling within her. Despite her efforts to hold back her tears, a fleeting thought crossed her mind, prompting her to lift her head and meet his gaze.


  “Please show me the lower part too,” Eileen requested, her voice soft but determined. Perhaps she didn’t realize that his lower body might bear even more scars. Her mind raced with thoughts of whether there was any way to prevent the Imperial Commander-in-Chief from going to war, driving her to urge him on.


  Cesare smiled awkwardly but obediently followed Eileen’s command. He gently seated her on the bed and then began to unfasten his belt. Click, the metallic sound echoed softly in the quiet room.


  Taking a step closer to Eileen, Cesare hesitated before asking, “Are you sure you want to see it?”


  “Yes! Hurry up.”


  It was a bit embarrassing with the crotch right in front of her nose, but Eileen replied firmly nonetheless. However, as soon as the words left her mouth, she immediately regretted them.


  “…?”


  With a slow, deliberate movement, Cesare shed the remaining layers of his clothing. As Eileen’s eyes widened when what was slowly revealed became clear, she covered her eyes with her palm.


  Suddenly, tears welled up in Eileen’s eyes. Memories of the incident that had unfolded in the brick house flooded her mind.  Cesare had tormented Eileen terribly that day, but he himself had done nothing. He must have said something like this back then.


  “I don’t want to scare you.”


  Cesare laughed meaningfully, as if he were someone with something to run away from before marriage, when he said it…


  Eileen stared at the writhing monster before her with a pale face. Though she didn’t dare to touch it, it seemed to grow and raise its head on its own accord, as if responding to Eileen’s gaze.


  “Why, don’t you like it now that you see it?” Cesare chuckled lazily, emitting a soft groan.


  “You said you wanted to see it, Eileen,” he reminded her, his tone carrying a hint of amusement.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  What Eileen had wanted to see certainly wasn’t this. She had only intended to check the scars, but unexpectedly encountered a looming serpent. Eileen froze in place as if meeting Medusa’s gaze, her fear rendering her immobile.


  While Eileen remained frozen like a statue, Cesare methodically removed his leather gloves one by one. As each black leather glove fell to the ground with a soft thud, only the wedding ring on Cesare’s left fourth finger remained.


  Eileen, who had been staring blankly until then, instinctively shifted her hips backward. However, attempting to escape on the bed was futile.


  She was undeniably curious about intimacy with Cesare. Despite the nervous flutter in her stomach whenever he touched her, leaving her wanting more. Just putting in half a finger felt so good, so she wondered what would happen if it were his real thing.


  Cesare’s voice, coaxing and soothing, sounded pleasant to her ears. Unlike his usual relaxed self, the blend of anxiety and excitement in his tone sent a tingling sensation through her belly every time it reached her ears.


  So, despite the nerves that wracked her on this wedding night, it wasn’t entirely unbearable. After all, she had a certainty that Cesare would ultimately make her feel good.


  Being a Grand Duchess, fulfilling her duties was a natural expectation. Therefore, Eileen resolved to do her best on this night…


  “It’s not something I’m accustomed to,” the words stumbled out involuntarily. Eileen hesitated for a moment before cautiously asking him, “Can you put this in?”


  Even when he had put his finger in before, it had been very painful and uncomfortable. The pain was so severe that she couldn’t fully feel the pleasure until Cesare had painstakingly touched her for a long time. She had struggled for a long time with just one finger, so there was no way she could insert this pillar. It was physically impossible.


  Despite Eileen’s seriousness, Cesare simply laughed and smiled, seemingly unfazed by her request. Ignoring her inquiry, he just winked at Eileen, who had moved away, and slowly approached her again. Instead of addressing her question, he threw out another remark.


  “Do you want to touch here too?” his voice laced with a teasing tone.


  This time, Cesare didn’t forcibly grab her hand. Instead, with a mischievous glint in his eyes, he whispered teasingly, “You’re curious, aren’t you?”


  Eileen looked at him for a moment, her expression betraying a mixture of hesitation and intrigue, before glancing down at the matter at hand.


  Although she felt sorry to Cesare, at first, she couldn’t help but find it a bit gross. There were few similarities between what she had seen in books and the real thing. Perhaps it was the disparity between drawings and reality, but when confronted with his genitals like this, it was truly overwhelming for her.


  From the thickness and length of his member to the swollen shape of the veins, the fist-sized testicles*, and the warm heat that emanated from it, every detail seemed magnified and intensified in reality. Compared to Cesare, the genitals in the book felt like nothing but crude approximations.


  [E/N: Dang, he’s got some big balls…]


  But as she looked closer, she gradually became accustomed to it. As she grew somewhat more familiar with the sight, pure curiosity began to surface. Eileen found herself examining Cesare’s genitals with a sense of curiosity, almost as if she were observing a plant or some other object of interest.


  ‘Since he’s tall, this must be big too, right?’


  Cesare stood much taller than average, his stature imposing, with large hands and feet that emphasized his overall size. Even this part of his body seemed to have grown significantly, catching Eileen’s attention.


  The slightly curved shape of his genitals struck her as peculiar, prompting her mind to draw parallels with the reproductive organs of plant creatures, such as flowers, which exhibited various forms for reproduction. Could it be that Cesare’s reproductive organs were an evolved form as well? Eileen wondered if this particular shape might offer some advantage for reproduction or… *


  [E/N: This had me giggling…oh Eileen.]


  As Eileen stared intently at his genitals, lost in her thoughts, Cesare gently interrupted her once more, freezing her in place.


  “Touch it, hmm?”


  “…”


  “You need to get used to it little by little. You’ll have to see it often from now on.”


  With each word, Eileen’s heart continued to flutter, torn between apprehension and curiosity, yet strangely comforted by Cesare’s affectionate coaxing.


  ‘Would it feel good if I touched it?’


  Even though she didn’t feel particularly skilled as an adult, Eileen was determined to make this night special for both of them. She didn’t want to always be the one receiving; she wanted to actively participate and contribute to their intimacy.


  The prospect of inserting it was daunting, but she felt she could at least touch it enough to begin with. After all, she had to get used to it, as Cesare had said. With newfound bravery, Eileen reached out her hand, ready to take this first step toward their shared experience. Her hesitant touch was slow enough to be frustrating, but as Cesare had instructed, she steadfastly approached and finally touched his genitals.


  “…!”


  But the moment her fingertips made contact, Eileen quickly withdrew, startled by the unfamiliar sensation and warmth that greeted her touch.


  “It’s okay.”


  The air crackled with unspoken tension as Eileen flinched back. Cesare’s gaze held a silent understanding. He just waited patiently until Eileen tried again. Eileen gathered her courage and reached out her hand toward his genitals again. Afraid she wouldn’t be able to do anything all night, she boldly grasped it this time.


  The pen!s wriggled hotly in her hand, pulsating. Deep, painful moans flowed from above her head, and his firm abdomen tightened even more, trembling.


  Before the surprised Eileen could withdraw her hand again, Cesare’s large hand covered hers on the back. Cesare held Eileen’s hand and slowly rubbed it against his pen!s. She could feel the thick veins bulging in the palm of her hand. Sticky pre-c*m started to drip from the gl@ns.


  “Haahh, Eileen.”


  Cesare moaned her name. Eileen, looking up at him, couldn’t move and let go of her hand. He was frowning deeply. His eyes squinted, his chest puffed up, and then he exhaled heavily, his breathing becoming ragged.


  Confirming the restlessness and lust in his red eyes, Eileen felt her hair stand on end. Cesare, who had always been so relaxed and laid-back, felt strangely unfamiliar. It felt oddly unsettling that she had touched him with her own hands. There was a strange sensation on her n!pples and cl!toris, untouched by anyone’s touch.


  ‘I want to see a little more.’


  Enveloped in a strong impulse, she gripped him a little tighter. In response to her timid but proactive change, his genitals grew even larger. As it stiffened, the gl@ns showed movements as if swelling.


  A sudden dampness against her fingertips startled Eileen. Her gaze flew up to meet Cesare’s, a jolt of electricity sparking between them. His body, previously relaxed, coiled with a sudden tension and his muscles became taunt.


  A shudder ripped through Cesare’s body, a low, guttural groan erupting from his throat. His grip on Eileen’s hand tightened for a fleeting moment. Eileen’s palm, wet with pre-c*m, rubbed against his genitals, making a strange sound.


  She couldn’t take her eyes off him as she watched Cesare’s pre-c*m flowing. For some reason, Eileen also felt a tingling sensation in her cl!toris and n!pples, and a slight wetness.


  A primal urge, a spark she couldn’t explain, surged through Eileen. Her lips parted in an unconscious echo of that yearning, as she looked at him, but Cesare clenched his teeth tightly. He quickly moved her hand away from his pen!s.


  “Uh, haa…”


  At the same time, a thick liquid squirted from the gl@ns. The white liquid fell directly onto Eileen’s chest, dribbling messily and thickly down. As it flowed down the round curve of her chest, it even adhered to her erect n!pples like breast milk. As the liquid flowed down her chest, Eileen realized that she had been sprayed by his s*men.


  Eileen, now in an embarrassed state, looked up at Cesare with a dazed expression. She couldn’t believe she had witnessed Cesare ejaculating in front of her. His eyes were cloudy. His post-ejaculation face was so intense that it was almost eerie. Cesare narrowed his eyes and stared at Eileen. Thinking he had relieved his desires and calmed down a bit, she was wrong. His eyes were redder than before.


  At first, Eileen thought he might force her onto the bed and insert his pen!s forcibly. But the fear in her eyes quickly disappeared. Cesare affectionately smiled and brushed Eileen’s lips with his fingers.


  “Sorry, did I startle you?”


  Only then did she realize that his s*men had also splattered there. Cesare wiped her lips clean and naturally removed the s*men-stained sheets. Before Eileen knew it, she had become a limp figure in his arms.


  He threw the sheets onto the floor and lifted Eileen, placing her in the center of the bed. Shocked by the s*men, Eileen reflexively checked his groin. Then, she was even more surprised.


  “Huh…?”


  Unintentionally, Eileen made a puzzled sound, her eyes still fixed on his genitals.


  “Cesare… it looks like it’s even bigger than before….”


  His pen!s, which had definitely ejaculated just now, was now much more erect than before.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  It wasn’t just a little ej*culation; he ej*culated a tremendous amount. However, the fact that it swelled back up so quickly, even larger than before, was unbelievable.


  But in the bedroom on their wedding night, there was nowhere for Eileen to escape from her husband. Unlike the frantic Eileen, Cesare showed no signs of hesitation. It was as if this were a very natural thing. In a low, reassuring voice, he calmed Eileen.


  “It’s normal.”


  “Wow, is it normal for everyone?”


  “Of course, although your husband is a bit special.”


  Cesare placed his hands on Eileen’s thighs. With his large hands, he squeezed her thighs and spread them wide apart. Eileen found herself exposed in front of him. He looked at the swollen cl!toris and the moist l@bia, dripping transparent fluid. Eileen, trembling slightly, asked him with great concern.


  “Please don’t look too closely. I’m embarrassed…” Eileen’s voice quivered with embarrassment as she made the plea to Cesare, her cheeks flushed with color.


  However, Cesare, at times like this, didn’t pay much attention to Eileen’s words. Instead of turning his gaze away, he brought his lips to the inner thighs. Ignoring Eileen’s request, he softly nibbled on her inner thighs. With a blunt yet suggestive tone, Eileen asked him.


  “Are you… doing that again?”


  “Do what?”


  “With your mouth…”


  “Oh.”


  He asked, kissing the l@bia with a slight sound.


  “Suck it?”


  Her face flushed at his explicit words. Eileen hesitated to choose her words.


  “Well, uh, that… yes…. But it’s just so embarrassing… and it’s not exactly clean…”


  She attempted to subtly push Cesare away by reaching out her hand and applying gentle pressure to his shoulder. But his shoulders, as solid as rocks, remained unmoved. Only Eileen’s palm flattened against his firm shoulder, her efforts futile. Cesare then took hold of her pushing hand and pressed two tender kisses onto her palm, a gesture of affection and reassurance.


  “I have to lick it before doing it. So it won’t hurt, okay?”


  Despite feeling embarrassed, Eileen was gently persuaded by Cesare to endure a little longer and reminded that it was something she had to do.Pausing for a moment, Eileen reflected on the situation. If it were about plants, Eileen would have led Cesare away without hesitation. But this was a field in which Eileen had little to no experience. Ultimately, she believed it was right to follow Cesare’s guidance, trusting in his knowledge and expertise.


  Although she didn’t know much, it seemed that it was customary to lick before inserting his member. Eileen eventually nodded with her eyes tightly closed. Cesare propped a pillow behind Eileen so she could lean back comfortably on the bed’s headrest. Then he spread her legs wide open to the limit, kissed her l@bia, and gently licked the cl!toris once with his tongue, smiling.


  “What did I do to make you wet already?”


  Eileen bit her lip. How could she not be wet after touching him? Of course, Cesare probably already knew, even without her saying anything…


  He slowly pushed his tongue into her v@gina. His thick tongue wriggled inside, licking up the flowing fluid. Every time he licked up the flowing fluid inside, Eileen grabbed his shoulders and writhed with a whimper.


  “Ah, mm, oh….”


  The continuously flowing fluid inside was probably acting as a lubricant to aid penetration. But Eileen couldn’t help but wonder if it would hurt later if he licked it all up now. But it was a very futile concern. The more Cesare licked below, the more fluid flowed out from inside.


  Tingles danced across Eileen’s toes as she curled them. Her body already memorized Cesare’s touch, the familiar warmth a mere prelude to something wilder, something rougher, yet undeniably more thrilling.


  She also hoped he would tease her cl!toris. The small piece of flesh was already erect with anticipation. So consumed by the ticklish itch, her hips rose in a silent plea for relief, a movement completely out of her control. Cesare finally brought his tongue to her cl!toris.


  “Ah!”


  As soon as the anticipated area was stimulated, a moan escaped involuntarily. Eileen tried to swallow her moans after being startled by her own voice. But as his teeth lightly scratched and nibbled on her cl!toris, she spread her toes and let out a groan. As she moaned uncontrollably and trembled, he removed his lips. The sensation, which had been building up to a peak, abruptly stopped. The unsatisfied cl!toris twitched, dripping fluid.


  “Ah, mm, ugh…. Cesare…”


  Frustration laced Eileen’s voice as she called Cesare’s name. The delicious tension that had been building, poised on the precipice of release, vanished in an instant. All she craved was a touch, a continuation of his ministrations to chase away the delicious torment.


  But for some reason, Cesare no longer touched her below. Instead, he sucked on her bre@sts. He sucked on one n!pple while teasing the other with his fingers, pinching and flicking it somewhat roughly. The tingling sensation that rose from her bre@sts spread to her v@gina. The already swollen cl!toris, resembling a bud, was throbbing with sensation.


  But she couldn’t escape from that state. Heat filled her entire body, from head to toe, but it couldn’t be relieved and kept accumulating. If her senses had developed a little more, she could have climaxed from just her bre@sts. But Eileen’s body was still in the process of blooming. She didn’t yet feel enough pleasure from just the top part to reach climax.


  As the sensation lingered on the edge of climax, her vision blurred, and tears seemed to be on the verge of falling. Her mouth wouldn’t close, and she almost drooled several times.


  “Cesare, please, uh, please….”


  Despite her pleas, Cesare didn’t even respond. He just stared intently at Eileen, who was panting heavily, with his bright red eyes, tormenting her bre@sts. Eileen squeezed his legs together between her thighs. Since Cesare was sucking her bre@sts, his pen!s touched somewhere on her abdomen. Eileen rubbed her v@gina against him to relieve her agonizing sensations.


  As her fingers pressed against his taut, smooth skin, a dizzying pleasure surged. Eileen tried to tease him desperately, but she was immediately stopped. Cesare grabbed her waist with both hands so she couldn’t move and finally spoke.


  “Please, what?”


  Finally, Cesare whispered teasingly while licking Eileen’s mouth, which had started to drool.


  “You have to say it properly for your husband to know. What should I do for you?”


  Twisting and pulling her n!pples tightly with both hands, Eileen pleaded desperately.


  “Uh, please, it’s so agonizing, please do that, suck below….”


  “Do you want to be sucked under?”


  “Yes, I want to, uh, please, hah!”


  It was a bold statement, one she would never have made if she were in her right mind. Yet, her sense of shame had long since been paralyzed by the overwhelming sensations coursing through her. With eyes full of expectation, Eileen looked at Cesare, her anticipation palpable.


  But Cesare didn’t put his mouth on her v@gina. He didn’t even touch her with his hands. Instead, he brought his pen!s to Eileen’s v@gina. As his thick glans touched her dripping l@bia, Eileen’s eyes widened.


  Initially stunned, Eileen’s body finally responded to the stimulation as her v@gina began to move on its own. The moist mucous clung to the glans like a baby sucking on a pacifier, trembling against it. Eileen’s face turned red with embarrassment at the suggestive movement.


  Then Cesare leaned over Eileen and kissed her. As if trying to prevent her from seeing below, he covered her sight with his handsome face and kissed her. At the same time, the glans began to spread and enter the v@gina. Eileen urgently cried out.


  “Uh, uh, I can’t take it anymore. It’s full….!”


  It felt like her v@gina was going to tear. But despite indicating her limit, Cesare didn’t stop. Ignoring Eileen’s low moans, he coaxed her.


  “Yeah, is it full? Good girl, Eileen… Can you hold on a little longer? I’ll make sure it doesn’t hurt soon….”


  While kissing her incessantly and gently coaxing her, his pen!s mercilessly penetrated into her v@gina.
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  Gripped by a searing pain that threatened to tear her apart, tears welled in Eileen’s eyes. She clung to Cesare’s shoulders, her body curling into a sob. “It won’t go in,” she choked out, “it hurts too much! I’m scared…”


  Cesare, however, didn’t heed her pleas. Instead, he continued pushing the object in, slow and unwavering. Unable to bear the agony, Eileen dug her nails into his flesh, leaving distinct marks. Yet, Cesare remained impassive.


  The pain, perversely, seemed to fuel him. A rough, guttural moan escaped his lips as he met Eileen’s tear-streaked gaze. “Only halfway there,” he announced to the sniffling woman before her.


  Eileen’s world reeled. “What?” she rasped, the possibility of fainting or even dying a terrifying prospect. A wave of despair washed over her tear-soaked cheeks. Earlier pleas of reaching a limit had been met with Cesare’s assurances of an imminent end. Now, the excruciating pain persisted, her pleas ignored as he continued his relentless intrusion.


  “You said if I just endured it, it wouldn’t hurt anymore…!


  ” Eileen’s voice cracked with a mixture of pain and betrayal. In the heat of her anguish, she forgot her place, addressing the Duke not with his title, but as the man causing her suffering.


  Cesare’s response was a chilling chuckle laced with a moan.


   He leaned in, his tongue grazing the salty track of a tear on her cheek. “Ah, seems I underestimated it,” he murmured, his voice a low rumble. “Should I find a way to make it… pleasurable then?”


  “Yes… hic, sob…”


  Laughing when she was in such pain, how could he? Eileen glared at him with all the strength she had in her eyes. She glared at him, trying to project defiance, but a tremor ran through her body. Cesare’s smile widened, a predator savoring his prey’s struggle.


  He licked the tip of his thumb and moved it down. His wet finger touched Eileen’s cl!toris.


  “Don’t cry,” Cesare murmured, his voice a low purr.  “Let me help you relax.”


  Eileen flinched as his finger brushed a sensitive spot. Memories flooded back – the building tension, the agonizing frustration of a pleasure denied. Her body, still reeling from the ordeal, reacted instinctively. A shiver ran down her spine, a tremor that felt both foreign and familiar.


  “Ah, ah…”


  A jolt of raw sensation ripped through Eileen. Her eyes flew open, a choked moan escaping her lips. Her body, overwhelmed by the sudden shift, reacted in a primal reflex, clenching tightly. Cesare’s breath hitched, his own sound a guttural moan. Eileen’s heart hammered against her ribs.  Panic flared – had she hurt him? She dared a glance at his face, desperately seeking a sign of pain. However, Cesare was smiling, his lips curled into a mischievous grin.


  With his fingers pressing firmly on her cl!toris, he began to rub mercilessly. Every time her swollen cl!t was pressed, a sharp sensation shot through her lower abdomen, and along with it, her v@gina flooded with lubrication, gripping his pen!s. She could feel the throbbing of his member inside her. The bulging veins and intense heat were all palpable. It was a sensation that defied description.


  When Cesare started sucking on her n!pple, Eileen shook her head frantically. Despite her efforts, the relentless sensations continued, and she desperately groped for something to hold onto.


  Desperate for any form of control, Eileen lunged forward, her hand grasping at Cesare’s forearm. It was a futile gesture, a small rebellion against the tide that threatened to drown her. Saliva pooled in her mouth, a strangled gasp escaping her lips that morphed into a raw, animalistic moan. It wasn’t a sound of pleasure, but a primal response to a situation spiraling out of control.


  The sensations built, a relentless storm gathering strength beneath the surface. The pain, the confusion, the building tension – all of it threatened to erupt in a single, overwhelming wave.


  A tremor wracked Eileen’s body, a primal response that defied her control. Every nerve ending seemed to ignite, sending a jolt of electricity through her. She forced her tongue to move, the words rasping out against her dry throat. “N-no, this isn’t…”


  As Eileen took a shallow breath and opened her lips, Cesare simultaneously stimulated her cl!t and thrust his hips powerfully. His thick member plunged deeper inside her, spreading her wide open. The moment it drove into Eileen, she was flung into an involuntary climax.


  “…!”


  A blinding flash of overwhelming sensation detonated within Eileen. Her body arched back in a desperate reflex, a scream tearing from her throat. The sound, raw and primal, was a horrifying blend of agony and something else – a choked gasp that twisted into a sound that could be mistaken for pleasure in the distorted reality that consumed her.


  Clawing at Cesare’s arm with trembling fingers, she clung to him as the only anchor in this storm. Her vision swam, filled with exploding stars.  Tears, sweat, and saliva mingled on her face, a mask of her utter surrender. The pleasure, a twisted mockery of desire, was excruciatingly intense. It wasn’t a release, but a relentless assault that seemed to stretch on forever.


  Tortured by the climax while her deepest parts were spread wide by his pen!s, she stiffened her entire body, trying to endure it. But Eileen’s desperate efforts quickly crumbled.


  “Huu, Eileen…”


  The man who had completely impaled Eileen with his weapon began to gently tease her n!pples with his hand.


  “You’ve taken it all… Doesn’t it hurt anymore?”


  Eileen couldn’t even respond. Every time she tried to open her mouth, only moans escaped. Overwhelmed and exhausted, she managed to grasp his wrists with both hands. Cesare then paused his movements.


  Instead, he propped himself up on his arms, placed on either side of her head, and kissed her. Slowly, he began to move his hips back and forth.


  To her extreme embarrassment, each movement produced a wet, slapping sound. The fluid from her v@gina had thoroughly soaked the junction of their bodies and even formed a wet circle on the bed sheet.


  The once tightly clenched inside had now softened considerably, allowing Cesare to move in and out freely. The pain had faded, replaced by a dull ache. Each subtle movement of his member, rubbing against her sensitive inner walls, sent shivers of pleasure through her body, down to the strands of her hair.


  Her v@gina, seemingly on its own accord, tightened and sucked at his member, as if trying to pull it deeper whenever it started to withdraw. It felt as if her body was no longer her own. Overcome by a sudden wave of fear, Eileen called out to him, crying.


  “Cesare…”


  She looked into his red eyes, repeatedly calling his name.


  “Huh, ugh, Cesare, Cesare…”


  Utterly adrift in a sea of terror and unfamiliar sensations, Eileen grasped at the only thing tethering her to reality. A choked sob wracked her body, and Cesare’s name tumbled from her lips, a desperate lifeline cast into the storm.


  Cesare, for his part, remained a patient presence, waiting until the tempest within Eileen subsided. Though her body thrummed with a feverish afterglow, a sliver of clarity began to pierce the fog. As soon as she could form a coherent thought, the most vital question spilled from her lips.


  “Cesare, huff, is it almost over now?”


  “Hmm, we’ll see.”


  “Since it’s in… once I finish, it will be over, hmm?”


  Eileen pleaded with Cesare in a desperate voice.


  “Please finish quickly.”


  Cesare suddenly took a slow, deep breath in and then exhaled. Eileen watched as his broad chest expanded and then contracted.


  “…Eileen.”


  He called her name in a deeper voice. Tilting his head slightly to the side, he asked,


  “Do you want your husband to finish inside?”


  “Yes… please.”


  Without any hesitation, Eileen nodded obediently and repeated his words.


  “Please finish inside…”


  Cesare’s smile grew darker. Sensing a hint of dread, Eileen blinked rapidly. But it was already too late. His lips parted, releasing a languid voice.


  “Alright, it’s our wedding night, so I should grant my wife’s wish.”


  His tone dripped with indulgence, promising anything she desired. Yet, his eyes, devoid of even a flicker of patience, held a truth his words couldn’t mask.


  The moment Eileen sensed something was wrong, Cesare pulled his hips back sharply. The sudden withdrawal of his flesh from her inner walls made her shudder before she could even moan. In a swift, powerful thrust, his thick member plunged back into her v@gina.


  “…Ah, ugh! Cesare!”


  Eileen reacted a beat too late, trying to push him away with both hands, but Cesare interlocked his fingers with hers and pinned them to the bed. His fiery red eyes bore into hers, glowing with a terrifying intensity.


  “A husband must listen to his wife, after all. Is there anything else?”


  He smiled with those blazing eyes.


  “I’m going to make you c*m until you can’t c*m anymore, Eileen.”


  





  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 57


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Before Eileen could even process the chilling promise, Cesare surged forward. Her entire world narrowed down to a chaotic dance of pain and a desperate struggle for breath. The gentleness he’d shown earlier was a cruel illusion, a calculated prelude to this brutal assault.


  Each forceful thrust sent a jolt of agony ripping through her. Her body, caught off guard by the sudden shift in violence, convulsed with each brutal intrusion.


  Every time his thick glans scraped against her inner walls, her breath hitched. The upward curve of his member constantly grazed her most sensitive spot, causing strange, gasping sounds to escape her lips.


  The sensation of being pierced was so intense that her fingers and toes curled involuntarily. She wanted to express her fear, but the overwhelming pleasure twisted her words.


  “Ugh, oh, there… it feels good…”


  “Here?”


  Cesare thrust precisely where Eileen reacted most intensely and asked again.


  “Want me to go deeper inside?”


  “Yes, ah, there, more…!”


  Her mind went completely blank, devoid of any rational thought, leaving only raw instinct.


  Her nerves were so exquisitely heightened that the slightest touch bordered on pain.


   His forceful strokes, delivered by his rigid shaft and the firm press of his thighs, flushed her tender flesh a deep pink. Yet, in a twist of defiance, her body interpreted the overwhelming sensations as pleasure. Each deep thrust into her core sent shivers down her spine and elicited a moan from her lips.


  Her inflamed, engorged s*x mingled with slick fluids, creating obscene sounds as it squeezed and pulled at his member.


  This was uncharted territory, a pleasure so intense it defied imagination. Her mind dissolved into a blissful haze under the onslaught of sensation. Instinctively, she sought escape, but Cesare, sensing her resistance (not to him, but to the overpowering pleasure), pinned her wrists with one hand, effectively anchoring her to the experience.


  “Where do you think you’re going…? Stay still, and I’ll c*m  just the way you want… ugh…”


  With one hand, he squeezed her bre@st and sucked on her n!pple. The moment his tongue swept over the sensitive bud, she felt something burst inside.


  “Haaah!”


  Simultaneously, her v@ginal walls convulsed and tightened. As her insides clamped down on his shaft, Cesare let out a rough groan, his eyes narrowing in pleasure.


  The tension in his jaw spoke volumes. A vein throbbed in his neck as he muttered a low curse, a sound swallowed by the intensity of the moment. Lost in a swirling vortex of sensation, Eileen remained oblivious.


  As fluids gushed from her, tears streamed down her face. Crying, she whispered to Cesare.


  “It feels like I’m dying, Cesare… I’m going to die…”


  The relentless rhythm against her already-sensitized core sent shivers of overwhelming pleasure cascading through her. It was a delicious agony, a tightrope walk between ecstasy and oblivion. Yet, Cesare pressed on.


  Drooling slightly from the corner of her mouth, Eileen pushed against the bed sheets with her heels. It did nothing to ease the intense pleasure. Desperately, she shook her wrists, still held by Cesare, pleading with him.


  The desperate pleas tumbled from her lips, a frantic litany of “please” and “hurry.”  Cesare’s sharp retort, a question laced with a hint of danger, went unnoticed.  Lost in the throes of sensation, her mind teetered on the edge of blissful oblivion.  Each ragged moan, each strangled gasp, betrayed the war raging within her – the desperate yearning for release at odds with the raw, exhilarating pleasure.


  “Please, ah, Cesare, no, no… ah!”


  A strangled cry escaped Eileen’s lips as the intensity of his movements escalated. Cesare’s strokes quickened, becoming a fierce rhythm that threatened to shatter her. In a surge of primal need, her wrists tore free from his grasp.


  But escape was the furthest thing from her mind. As if anticipating this very moment, Eileen met his urgency with her own, their slick bodies melding together in a desperate dance.


  His pulsating shaft throbbed within her. With a groan, Cesare buried himself into her, his groin pressed firmly against her. The tip of his member pressed against her cerv!x as he began to release.


  “Haa, Eileen…”


  His voice, a guttural groan laced with raw pleasure, sent shivers down her spine. As he reached his peak, a surge of primal energy coursed through her. It was a climax unlike any other, a shattering release that left her breathless and trembling.


  The aftershocks of the climax left her breathless, her body a symphony of tingling sensations. A wave of dizziness washed over her, threatening to pull her under.  A primal scream tore from her lips, a sound devoid of reason, a raw echo of the emotions swirling within her.


  “Ah, ahh, Your Grace, haaah!”


  In the haze of euphoria, a forgotten title tumbled from her lips, a whisper lost on the wind.  Clinging to Cesare, she trembled uncontrollably, a release so profound it felt like a shattering.  A warmth spread between her legs, but exhaustion claimed her, leaving her oblivious to the physical aftermath.  Her face, pale and slack, was etched with the afterglow of pleasure as her vision swam back into focus.


  Tender kisses, light as dandelion seeds, rained down on her face. Throughout his prolonged ejacul@tion, he gently moved his hips, ensuring his seed coated every inch of her insides. When he finally withdrew, his s*men mixed with her fluids, trickled out of her still-gaping entrance.


  Exhaustion painted itself across Eileen’s face. Her body, still echoing with the aftershocks of climax, gave a faint tremor now and then. Each touch, a light brush of his lips on her skin, a caress that lingered on her sensitized core, sent shivers down her spine. The intensity had left her utterly spent, a limp doll in his arms.


  Fog clung to her mind, obscuring even the most basic understanding of her state. Gradually, though, a sliver of awareness pierced the haze. The room came into focus: Cesare, his ministrations a blur of gentle kisses and explorations, and the damp evidence of their shared passion staining the sheets.


  “…!”


  Waking with a gasp, Eileen flinched as her skin touched the unnaturally wet bed sheets. A fragmented memory flickered – the palace staff’s warning about water, then she recalled the sensation of release and relief when Cesare ejacul@ted…


  Eileen’s face turned stark white. She had just thought she couldn’t move a muscle, yet suddenly, she found the strength to sit up abruptly. She scrambled backward and checked the bed sheets in a panic.


  “…”


  The state of the sheets was a horrifying tableau. They were saturated with a mix of bodily fluids – hers, Cesare’s, and a large, unidentified stain that spread like a dark, watery map in the center. The smattering of blood seemed almost insignificant in comparison.


  Despite the lack of any odor, a horrifying certainty bloomed in Eileen’s mind. The memory of a sudden, unexpected release in her core, coupled with the damp evidence, painted a terrifying picture. This was… an accident of monumental proportions.


  The world seemed to tilt on its axis. The mental blow, a battering ram against her already strained defenses, collided with the exhaustion that had been a slow burn throughout the day.


  Darkness crept at the edges of her vision, a dizzying wave threatening to pull her under. Consciousness, a flickering candle flame, sputtered and died. Eileen slumped back, lost in the oblivion of a faint.


  *



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The bridal chamber was in complete disarray, making lying down on the bed impossible, so they would have to sleep in another room. Cesare lifted his limp bride into his arms.


  Quickly, he donned a robe and wrapped Eileen in a blanket. As he prepared to leave, he noticed a forlorn lily crumpled in the corner of the bed. Eileen must have placed it there. With a faint smile, Cesare picked up the lily and gently placed it on Eileen. The delicate scent of the lily pleasantly tickled his nose. Gazing at Eileen, who slept soundly with the lily, Cesare began to walk slowly.


  Perhaps he had gone too far on their first night together. Despite his efforts to restrain himself, things had unfolded this way. He almost laughed at his own lack of self-control. Walking through the corridor and entering an empty bedroom, Cesare moved to lay Eileen on the bed, but then changed his mind and sat down on the sofa, holding her close.


  “…”


  His previously relaxed red eyes now grew dark and brooding. Suppressing familiar impulses, Cesare slowly buried his face in Eileen’s neck.


  He tasted the sweat-dampened skin of her neck. Memories flooded back of the moment her slender neck had been gruesomely severed. Despite the unsettling recollection, he continued to lick and bite gently, leaving marks.


  Even as he savored the faint saltiness of her skin and the soft texture beneath his teeth, the memory refused to leave his mind.


  Cesare remembered the day he had returned to the Empire, completely unaware of what had transpired.


  





  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 58


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  During the three-year-long war, the Traon Empire achieved a decisive victory, and Cesare returned after forcing the Kingdom of Kalpen into signing a humiliating treaty. Throughout his journey back, he thought constantly of Eileen’s smiling face.


  He had returned home with a determination to bring at least a small gift for her, who must have been eagerly awaiting his return.


  Instead, what greeted Cesare was the devastating news of Eileen’s death. With a sorrowful expression, Leon delivered the heartbreaking news, causing Cesare to slowly close and then reopen his eyes. After a moment, he asked again.


  “Why?” Cesare’s voice broke the silence, filled with anguish and disbelief. If his brother, the Emperor, had personally intervened, perhaps Eileen would still be alive. At the very least, he could have bought some time by revealing that she was cherished by Grand Duke Erzet until his return. Logically, it was incomprehensible to him.


  Leon hesitated, struggling to find the right words. Cesare waited patiently for his brother’s reply. After a long silence, Leon finally spoke, though it wasn’t the answer Cesare sought.


  “I’m sorry, Cesare,” Leon’s voice trembled as tears welled up in his blue eyes.


  Watching his brother cry, Cesare pressed on with his second question. “Why, brother?”


  “Eileen Elrod… chose to take her own life,” Leon managed to say, his voice barely audible.


  Leon, barely able to speak, finally uttered the hardest words.


  “For the honor of Grand Duke Erzet,” he added, the words heavy with sorrow.


  Cesare stared quietly at Leon, his emotions a tumultuous mix. Then, he twisted his lips into a bitter smile.


  ‘What kind of honor of mine justifies Eileen’s death?’ They were words that could never be reconciled.


  “The nobles are using this incident as a pretext to attack the Imperial family.”


  Cesare listened to Leon’s desperate excuse from beginning to end.


  Following the previous emperor’s untimely demise, Leon, the new emperor, had implemented severe laws cracking down on a dangerous and illegal substance.


  This move aimed to apprehend the anti-Imperial nobles who had illicitly funded themselves by distributing dr*gs during the empire’s civil war.


  Pardoning Eileen, who had broken this critical law, could jeopardize the hard-earned Imperial dominance and empower the very nobles Leon sought to curb.


  Rescuing Eileen, a woman from a minor barony, was an exceptionally inefficient and costly endeavor. Leon’s decision to prioritize the greater good was both logical and rational.


  Furthermore, Eileen herself requested capital punishment, refusing to plead for clemency.


  Despite his efforts to save her, upon receiving a visit from the Emperor in her prison cell, Eileen knelt before him.  She made a desperate plea, urging him to uphold the law and expedite her execution before the Grand Duke could forcibly intervene on her behalf. Her sole concern – to protect the honor of Grand Duke Erzet.


  The Emperor of the Traon Empire, acting with reason, made a difficult judgment.  His decision to withhold this information from Supreme Commander Cesare during the war’s final stages was also sound.


  Cesare, it should be remembered, had previously abandoned his post for Eileen’s sake.  Though he believed Leon, stationed in the capital, would safeguard Eileen regardless, this proved a grave miscalculation.  In this instance, Leon prioritized his duty as Emperor above his familial bond with Cesare.


  Oblivious to the tragedy that unfolded in his absence, Cesare returned a conquering hero, the laurel wreath a cruel mockery against the emptiness that awaited him.


  “Brother.”


  Cesare gazed at Leon with calm eyes. He asked his brother, who was confessing his sins, with a blank expression.


  “Why do you think I made you Emperor?”


  Eileen was dead.


  The dead cannot return; it was an immutable law. Believing in the return of the deceased was something only a dead child’s mother might do.


  “I’m sorry. I’m truly sorry, Cesare… I wanted to protect everything…”


  Leon removed the golden crown from his head and handed it to Cesare. He wept, pleading for forgiveness.


  “I waited to return it to you. I am no longer worthy…”


  Looking at the golden crown, Cesare laughed. He stared at it with his cold red eyes for a while, then snatched it from his brother’s hands and placed it back on his head.


  “No, keep it on. You need to pay the price, too.”


  “Cesare…”


  “Just as I must pay the price.”


  Cesare, the architect of the previous emperor’s demise, understood the butterfly effect all too well.  Every choice, a tremor that rippled outward, had culminated in this devastating loss – Eileen’s death.


  Dwelling on the past was a futile exercise. Cesare coldly acknowledged reality and concluded that he would do what he could. He would make those responsible for her death pay.


  This wasn’t a grand gesture for Eileen. The dead are oblivious to vengeance. It was a solitary act, a desperate attempt to carve solace from the wreckage of his choices.


  This marked a turning point. The blade that once defended Traon now hungered for the empire’s blood. A twisted logic fueled him, the delusion that bathing the empire in fire would somehow extinguish the inferno in his soul.


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare adjusted the woman in his arms and called her name.


  “Eileen, Eileen…”


  He couldn’t bring himself to wake her from her deep sleep. Instead, he whispered her name while gently nibbling at the soft skin of her neck with his tongue and teeth.


  His persistence touch caused the unconscious Eileen to stir slightly and frown, letting out a groan.


  “Stop… Your Grace, please stop…”


  Hearing her protest even in her sleep, Cesare smiled faintly. He carefully laid Eileen on the bed, cradling her head on his arm instead of using a pillow, and held her close, protecting her with his embrace instead of covering her with a blanket


  Since he had a high body temperature, she wouldn’t feel cold while sleeping, especially with the recent warm weather. 


  He hugged her small body tightly, leaving no gaps, and caressed her all over. Confirming her existence, he touched her repeatedly, even caressing her fingers adorned with a ring for a long time. Finally, after prying open her tightly closed lips and kissing her deeply, he closed his eyes.


  Tonight, he felt he could sleep deeply. At least for tonight.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen awoke, feeling a throbbing pain all over her body. However, she kept her eyes tightly shut for a while.


  Unfortunately, the events of the previous night were all too vivid in her mind. She remembered every single detail of the disgraceful behavior she had exhibited. Eileen desperately wanted to escape to the second-floor bedroom of the brick house immediately.


  But she couldn’t. She was tightly entwined in a strong body that enveloped her completely. The newlywed couple on the bed had their limbs tangled together, their bodies pressed closely.


  Eileen opened her eyes slightly. Cesare was sleeping right in front of her, his face gently kissed by a sliver of sunlight slipping through a small gap in the curtains. She cautiously observed his features, illuminated by the soft light.


  Like a mortal daring to secretly gaze upon the face of a sleeping god, she slowly took in Cesare’s features. It was difficult to believe that the person lying next to her was her husband.


  As she continued to stare without blinking, a ticklish feeling spread inside her chest as if someone were softly brushing her with a feather. It wasn’t a dream; it was reality. Cesare was Eileen’s husband.


  Just then, his eyelids fluttered open, revealing his red eyes, clear and alert. Those red eyes focused on Eileen.


  Eileen froze, meeting Cesare’s gaze. Seeing her stunned expression, he gave her a faint smile.


  “Did you sleep well?”


  Eileen’s eyes darted around briefly before she responded with a morning greeting.


  “Good morning… Did you sleep well?”


  “Not really. On our wedding night, my wife fell asleep before her husband.”


  It wasn’t sleep but unconsciousness… However, embarrassed by her behavior last night, she couldn’t retort and just mumbled. Seeing this, Cesare said something that made Eileen feel even more aggrieved.


  “Were you upset because I didn’t give you enough?”


  Eileen gaped at him, looking at him as if he were shameless. But Cesare, unfazed by her glare, just played with her hair, twirling it around his fingers. His eyes narrowed playfully.


  “Will you stay with your husband until the end next time?”


  Eileen, startled, asked in return.


  “That wasn’t the end?”


  “It was only once.”


  “Do people… do it more than once?”


  “Twice is too little.”


  “Then three times…?”


  Cesare didn’t answer, just chuckled softly. Then, without further comment, he kissed her lips and got out of bed. Pulling a cord next to the bed to summon a servant, he spoke.


  “Stay in bed for a bit. I’ll bring breakfast.”


  Shortly after, Cesare returned with a tray of breakfast and placed it on Eileen’s lap as she sat up in bed. A servant followed him in, setting up a tea set on the table and neatly arranging various newspapers.


  Every morning, Cesare skimmed through all the newspapers published in the empire. He quickly scanned the headlines, and today, the day after their wedding night, was no exception.


  Eileen instinctively looked for La Verita. Then she quickly turned her head away, afraid of what articles might be printed.


  But she was also curious. After much internal struggle, Eileen couldn’t resist and sneaked a peek.


  On the front page of the newspaper was a large photograph. Eileen’s eyes widened as she recognized it.


  Next to Cesare, dressed in his wedding uniform, stood an unfamiliar woman in a wedding dress. Startled, she finally read the headline. The succinctly written two lines stated:


  [Birth of the Grand Duke and Duchess of Erzet. The Founding Myth of the Traon Empire Recreated.]


  





  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 59


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen stared blankly at the newspaper, her eyes fixed on the front-page photo from their wedding yesterday. She squeezed her eyes shut and then opened them again, hoping the headline would magically change.


  



  “Is that really me?”


  



  She couldn’t believe it. Eileen kept her eyes wide open, staring at the newspaper. Cesare, who was sipping his strongly brewed tea and scanning the headlines, glanced at her, then picked up La Verita from the table and handed it to her.


  



  Without meeting his gaze, Eileen hesitated to take the newspaper from him. Cesare waited patiently, understanding her reluctance.


  



  Finally, she gathered her courage and accepted the newspaper from Cesare’s waiting hand.


  



  She must have gripped it too tightly because it crinkled in her hands. Holding the trembling newspaper, she looked at the photo.


  



  The picture showed Cesare as he appeared at the wedding, though, to be honest, it didn’t do him justice. He was far more striking in person.


  



  Though the photo captured Cesare as a handsome man, it couldn’t convey his unique, dangerous, yet alluring presence. The black-and-white print failed to capture the color of his red eyes.


  



  “It would have been nice if the red could be shown,” she thought with regret, knowing the people of the Empire couldn’t see Cesare’s beautiful eyes. Slowly, Eileen shifted her gaze.


  



  She looked at the unfamiliar woman standing next to Cesare. The woman, in a delicately embroidered white wedding dress, with curly hair cascading down, was smiling slightly.


  



  A shy smile graced the bride’s face in the faded photograph. Porcelain features, large eyes, and a delicate nose – an undeniable beauty. Eileen couldn’t discern the hair or eye color, but it hardly mattered. This woman wasn’t her.


  



  A knot of confusion tightened in her chest. Surely there had been a mistake during development, an error that superimposed another woman’s face onto hers. Initial shock morphed into a strange sense of relief.  This ethereal creature, a perfect match for Cesare, would make a far more fitting Grand Duchess than her own awkward self.


  



  The only pang was the absence of a true record of that momentous occasion. So many photographs taken, yet not a single one to capture their shared memory. Eileen sighed, defeated, as she folded the newspaper.


  



  Cesare, engrossed in the newspaper beside her, lowered his teacup with a soft clink.  His perceptive gaze landed on Eileen’s slumped form.


  



  “Eileen?” he murmured, concern etching lines on his brow.


  



  She tried to offer a smile, but it faltered under his scrutiny.  Wordlessly, she pushed the newspaper across the table, her hand trembling slightly.


  



  “The wedding photo,” she finally managed, voice barely above a whisper.  “There seems to be a mistake.”


  



  Cesare raised an eyebrow as he looked down at the newspaper. He gazed at Eileen for a moment, then let out a short hum and said, “It doesn’t quite do you justice. Your eyes are especially beautiful.”


  



  He pointed out the shortcomings of the photograph and then handed the newspaper back to Eileen. Startled, she alternated between looking at the paper and Cesare.


  



  “Um, the photo looks strange…”


  



  “Are you upset because it came out poorly?”


  



  “What? Poorly? No, the person in the photo is as beautiful as a fairy. That’s not it at all.”


  



  Eileen bit her lip, trying to hide her dismay. Why didn’t Cesare understand? The woman in the photo wasn’t her. Or perhaps he simply didn’t care.


  



  Feeling already down about not having a proper wedding photo, Cesare’s seemingly offhand remark made her feel worse. Eileen unfolded the crumpled newspaper and showed it to him again.


  



  “Look… it’s not my face. It looks like the photo was printed over someone else’s face.”


  



  She spoke cautiously, trying not to sound like she was whining, but simply stating a fact. Cesare silently stared at her for a moment.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  “Yes?”


  



  As he settled beside her, Eileen responded in a small, dejected voice. The casual parting of his robe revealed a glimpse of his chest, a sight that felt inappropriately bold for the midday hour. Briefly mesmerized, she was pulled back to reality by the touch of his hand on her cheek.


  



  “You are my wife,” Cesare stated, his voice firm yet gentle.


  



  The obviousness of the statement left her confused. Eileen offered a hesitant nod in agreement.


  



  “At the wedding, you vowed to obey your husband, and I vowed to trust you completely. Do you remember that?”


  



  Another small nod from Eileen was met with a fond gaze from Cesare. His large hand lingered on her cheek as he continued, “Then, Eileen, who deserves your trust – your living husband or a voice from the past?”


  



  Eileen deliberated for a moment but soon provided the answer Cesare sought.


  



  “My husband…”


  



  Cesare then gave a straightforward conclusion.


  



  “The wedding photo in the newspaper is of you, Eileen.”


  



  Eileen longed to protest, to insist on the undeniable difference staring back at her from the photograph. But words deserted her. Cesare’s crimson eyes held her captive, their depths swirling with an inexplicable certainty.


  



  His voice, a low, pleasant rumble, washed over her. “You are beautiful, Eileen. Not just subjectively, but objectively. As others see you.”


  



  A faint smile tugged at the corners of his lips. “Didn’t you say it yourself? You look like a fairy.”


  



  A blush crept up Eileen’s neck, a stark contrast to the woman in the photo.  “That was… because I thought it was someone else,” she stammered, a weak attempt at explanation.


  



  He reached out, gently pinching her cheek before rising from the bed. “Finish reading the article. I’ll be back shortly.”


  



  Eileen remained alone, the echo of Cesare’s goodbye lingering in the air.  Her gaze drifted back to the newspaper, the forgotten breakfast a testament to her disorientation.  “Is this truly me?” the question echoed in the quiet room.


  



  Since Cesare had confirmed it was her photo, Eileen accepted it must indeed be true, though the confusion caused her head to ache. She turned the page to escape the image on the front page, and her headache slightly eased.


  



  Deciding to follow Cesare’s instructions, Eileen began to read the article on the second page carefully.


  [It can be said without exaggeration that it was a scene straight out of the founding myth of the Traon Empire.


  



  The Grand Duke Erzet and his wife captivated all the guests with their unimaginable beauty…]


  



  The article’s effusive praise, comparing the wedding to the very founding myth of the Traon Empire, sent a shiver down Eileen’s spine.  The writer described her appearance in such detail it felt intrusive, almost fabricated.  Had she and Cesare even attended the same ceremony?


  



  ‘Is it because it’s a pro-imperial newspaper?’


  



  Still, she had to trust Cesare’s words. He never lied to her. While he might not always reveal the whole truth, he never hid or deceived her.


  



  ‘But to think that I… am the woman in this photo…’


  



  Taking a deep breath, Eileen forced herself to return to the front page.  The moment her eyes met the image, the unsettling disconnect returned, a vice tightening around her temples. The lingering soreness from their wedding night entwined with the blooming headache, a physical manifestation of the disquiet gnawing at her.


  



  Eventually, Eileen decided to stop thinking for a while and clear her mind by finding and reading an article unrelated to the wedding. After a long search, she finally found a political article and slowly began to read.


  



  [Count Domenico, as the new Speaker of the Senate, predicts changes in the Traon Parliament… Seeking to mediate between the royal family and the nobility…]


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  The day after the wedding ceremony, the Grand Duke remained as calm as usual. The only difference was the abundant floral decorations throughout the reception hall. Lilies from yesterday’s wedding emitted their fragrance, filling the drawing room with their sweet scent. However, Count Domenico seemed oblivious to the flowers, pacing nervously with an anxious expression, resembling a mouse caught in a trap. Cesare observed his restless state and twisted a wry smile.


  “Count Domenico.”


  



  “Your Grace!”


  



  As soon as Cesare appeared, Count Domenico hurriedly approached. Cesare lightly gestured for him to sit, taking a seat on the sofa himself. The Count, with an agitated face, settled on the opposite sofa.


  



  Leaning back against the cushions, Cesare spoke casually, “Must you meet me on the first day of our honeymoon? Leave my bride alone in the bedroom.”


  



  At this jest, Count Domenico’s face stiffened.


  



  “Isn’t that how Your Grace made it?”


  



  With a dry and stern look, Count Domenico continued, “Since when did Your Grace take such an interest in politics? Seizing military power—are you eyeing the throne now?”


  



  Despite the blunt remark, Cesare only twisted his lips into a smile without responding. Eventually, the Count’s impatience surfaced, and he trembled with indignation.


  



  “Would you prefer to eliminate us all? Execute every noble if that’s your desire!”


  



  In response, Cesare chuckled softly.


  



  “You seem to misunderstand, Count. I could still claim the throne. We’re quite the affectionate brothers.”


  



  His eyes, tinged with a hint of red, curved into a smile. His well-shaped lips moved slowly.


  



  “And as for the nobles of the Empire…”


  As if playing a mischievous game, Cesare intercepted the Count’s words.


  



  “Even if they were all killed, wouldn’t my desires still be fulfilled?”


  



  





  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 60


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Count Domenico held his breath. Unsure of what expression he wore, Cesare added with a smiling face, “Just kidding, Count.”


  Yet, despite his attempt to appear jovial, a flash unmistakably revealed itself through Cesare’s bright red pupils that seemed to drip blood. No, it was intentional.


  Count Domenico’s mind raced back to the events of the previous night.


  He had attended the Grand Duke’s wedding and enjoyed the banquet until the late hours. With a pleasant buzz from the wine, he had prepared to depart for home when trouble struck: his carriage, expected to await him, had vanished.


  Anxiously scanning the surroundings, Count Domenico saw a black carriage approaching. It halted before him, and a knight descended, adorned with the Grand Duke’s crest.


  The man, half of his face covered in burn scars, looked at Count Domenico with an expressionless face and said, “I will escort you, sir.”


  Count Domenico swallowed hard. The man was physically imposing, and his deep voice alone was intimidating.


  “I can manage on my own,” the Count attempted to assert.


  “Please get in,” the knight replied firmly.


  Despite his feeble resistance, the knight dismissed it and promptly opened the carriage door. Faced with a gaze that seemed ready to compel him if he didn’t comply, Count Domenico obediently entered the military vehicle.


  The carriage departed in silence. Count Domenico felt as though the alcohol had abruptly sobered him up. He cautiously observed the knight sitting beside him.


  The Grand Duke’s knight remained silent, staring straight ahead. The Count endured the silence that pierced his skin like thorns, eagerly awaiting their arrival at the Grand Duke’s residence.


  Count Domenico paused, ready to bid farewell as he prepared to step out of the carriage.


  “Thank you. Then I’ll be…-“


  “Count.”


  With hands as large as plates, the knight handed him a sealed envelope.


  “The Grand Duke requests this be delivered to you, Count.”


  As Count Domenico barely stepped out of the carriage, he watched its retreating figure. He then slowly opened the trembling envelope. Thick paper slid out as he flipped through each page, his eyes shaking uncontrollably as he read the contents.


  Details were meticulously recorded about how the Marquis of Menegin and his son-in-law were handled. The line that the Marquis had personally plucked out one of the remaining eyes was enough to widen Count Domenico’s eyes.


  Even if the Marquis of Menegin had admitted guilt, this act crossed a boundary. Any wrongdoing should have been dealt with through trial and punishment. Yet, to eliminate adversaries in such a brutal manner…


  Count Domenico spent the night with wide-open eyes, and as soon as dawn broke, he rushed to the Grand Duke’s residence. However, when he finally sat face-to-face with Cesare, all the words he had prepared got stuck in his throat. With broken resolve, Count Domenico muttered, “…What is it that you want?”


  Why would they reveal something that could potentially be a weakness for the Grand Duke? It was evidence that they could easily use against him to take his life.


  Having shown little interest in politics until now, suddenly eliminating adversaries… Count Domenico couldn’t fathom the reason behind such actions. As he speculated, Cesare silently tapped on the table.


  Another document lay on the desk.  Instinct thrummed through Count Domenico, a premonition that this pertained to him.  He steeled himself and began to read, composure cracking as the pages flipped beneath his trembling fingers.  His face drained of color, a chilling realization settling over him.


  The document laid bare Count Domenico’s collusion with Kalpen – a transgression severe enough to cost him his head.


  The weight of his actions pressed down.  He had betrayed his principles, a single lapse committed solely for his ailing wife.  The Kalpen had exploited this vulnerability during the war’s throes, dangling a secret remedy known only to their royal family as bait to turn him into their informant.


  Blinded by this sliver of hope, Count Domenico had succumbed. Now, as he stared numbly at the incriminating document, a shadow fell across the page.  He looked up to find Cesare, casually sipping tea delivered by a servant.


  Cesare’s voice dripped with nonchalance as he spoke. “You must already know why I spared your life.”


  When Kalpen’s beloved youngest son died on the battlefield, Cesare harbored a desire for Kalpen to suffer the same anguish. He plotted to frame the noblewoman saved by the Grand Duke, stirring the nobles of Traon into action, including Count Domenico.


  Upon receiving orders from the Kalpen king, Count Domenico hesitated long before finally refusing. Despite having committed deeds unbecoming of an Imperial subject, he could not bring himself to harm an innocent young woman.


  Furthermore, as the effects of the remedy his wife had been taking began to wane, his decision to refuse became easier. He contemplated seeking out a skilled pharmacist in the Empire.


  Following Cesare’s rise to power, relations with Kalpen were severed. With the Kalpen king’s death, he believed his past would quietly be buried. Now, he vowed to dedicate the rest of his life to Traon.


  Count Domenico’s silence stretched taut, a heavy counterpoint to the rustle of papers. Finally, he lifted his head, a measured question escaping his lips.


  “Is this about cooperation, Your Grace?”


  A flicker of amusement danced in Cesare’s eyes.  A low chuckle rumbled from his chest, the sound both dark and strangely captivating.  “With a new bride by my side,” he drawled, “wouldn’t a loyal watchdog be a welcome addition to the household?”


  Count Domenico’s jaw clenched tight, the insult a bitter pill to swallow.  He couldn’t deny the truth in Cesare’s words – his life hung by a thread, a pawn in the Grand Duke’s intricate game.  A flicker of defiance sparked in his eyes, quickly extinguished by a wave of despair.  His wife’s health was failing, and this “medicine” offered a glimmer of hope, however precarious.


  “Apparently,” Cesare drawled, his relaxed tone a stark contrast to the weight of his words, “the Grand Duke’s wife plans to unveil a new medication soon.”


  Count Domenico’s eyes widened in surprise, a spark of desperation flickering in their depths.  Cesare propped his chin on one hand, his gaze unwavering as he studied the Count’s face.


  “It’s quite a remarkable medicine,” Cesare continued.  “I myself am quite hopeful. However, there seems to be a minor issue.”


  “If it’s a minor issue…” Count Domenico stammered, his voice barely a whisper.


  “In terms of efficacy, it’s nothing major,” Cesare said, a hint of amusement dancing in his eyes.  “But it would be a shame to bury such a valuable medicine. So, how about you, as the Senate Chairman, protect the Grand Duke’s wife?”


  Cesare folded his long eyelashes and smiled.


  “As the watchdog of Grand Duke Erzet.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Soon after saying he would return shortly, Cesare took much longer than expected to come back. Eileen ate breakfast alone and glanced briefly at the newspaper she had folded and set aside.


  She hesitated for a while but decided not to unfold it again, getting up from bed. She didn’t want to start their first morning as newlyweds being lazy in bed. However, as soon as she got up, she screamed in pain and collapsed back onto the bed. She had thought her body was feeling somewhat better, but the reality was far from it. Just the act of standing up made her feel like she was falling apart.


  Eileen lay on the bed for a moment longer, then called for a servant’s help to finally get herself up. She hobbled to the bathroom and immersed herself in a bathtub full of warm water, finally feeling a sense of relief.


  As she soaked in the warm water, all sorts of thoughts that she had been avoiding rushed to her mind. She decided not to dwell on their wedding night; the more she thought about it, the more embarrassed and ashamed she felt, wanting to escape to her brick house instead. Instead, she redirected her thoughts.


  “…”


  Eileen looked at the wedding ring on her left ring finger. She had noticed some strange behavior from Cesare occasionally. She attributed his changes to the war, and even Leon didn’t know the clear reason behind them.


  Eileen’s doubts intensified every time she glanced at the wedding ring that had only existed in her diary until recently.


  “Should I ask Cesare about this?”


  But if he had something to say, he would have said it already. Asking him now wouldn’t necessarily yield an answer. She pondered this silently, but as she finished her bath, she still hadn’t reached a conclusion.


  After getting dressed and grumbling to herself, Eileen emerged from the bedroom to find Michele waiting for her in the parlor.


  “Michele!”


  “Congratulations on your marriage.”


  Laughing happily, she continued to deliver good news.


  “His Grace has allowed the opening of the research lab.”


  She was so delighted that she considered it a wedding gift. For a brief moment, Eileen forgot about her pain and simply basked in happiness. However, Michele remained composed, mindful of his duties.


  “But it’s difficult to set up in that old street. We’ll make it new in the palace. How about visiting the lab today?”


  “…”


  “Do you want me to arrange for someone to move the lab items, or would you prefer to oversee it yourself, especially if it’s something important?” Michele offered.


  Since Eileen needed to inquire about medicine sales from the innkeeper anyway, she decided it made sense to visit the lab afterwards and take a painkiller once she arrived.


  “And His Grace?”


  “He had urgent business and entered the palace.”


  Originally, Cesare was supposed to accompany them, but Michele took his place instead. Though she had hoped to spend the day with Cesare, Eileen concealed her disappointment.


  Thus, Eileen went to the inn’s lab with Michele, hoping for a peaceful outing. However, their plans took an unexpected turn when they encountered someone.


  Michele frowned deeply upon seeing a man standing in front of the inn. Quickly positioning herself in front of Eileen protectively, she called out to the man.


  “…Count Domenico?”


  Startled by Michele’s voice, the man swiftly turned around. He appeared surprised to see Michele and was utterly shocked when his gaze fell upon Eileen.


  In a faltering voice, Count Domenico asked, “Why is the Grand Duchess here…?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 61


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Count Domenico wasn’t the only one stunned. Eileen, equally shocked, nearly fainted. Her mouth hung slack in astonishment as she stared at the Count, who in turn looked perplexed by Michele and Eileen’s presence.


  Michele, her freckled face contorted in displeasure, muttered under her breath, “A moment’s peace seems like a relic of the past.”


  Interrupted in their private time, her frown was undisguised.  Observing protocol nonetheless, she looked down at Count Domenico with a subdued expression. “Business, I presume?  May I inquire about the nature of your visit, Count?”


  “I… heard a skilled pharmacist resided here,” the Count stammered, his eyes widening in sudden realization.  “Does Her Grace require medicine as well?”


  Up to that point, Eileen had been speechless. More accurately, she was utterly dumbfounded.  The pharmacist Count Domenico sought was none other than herself.


  The Count had been a patron of the lab for some time.  Usually, noble clients were dealt with by the innkeeper, as Eileen preferred to avoid them.  Obscure and young, she ran a ramshackle pharmacy tucked away in a rented room of the old inn.


  These were ideal conditions for obscurity, and indeed, various incidents had plagued her.  Without the innkeeper’s assistance, maintaining the lab would have been a constant struggle.


  Most haughty nobles preferred to send servants for their medicines, making accurate diagnoses and effective sales nearly impossible.  Therefore, most nobles were simply refused service.


  However, Count Domenico was a curious anomaly. Though he initially kept his noble identity under wraps, his elegant attire and courtly demeanor soon gave him away. Despite a touch of social awkwardness, he remained unfailingly polite during his visits to the lab, treating Eileen with a respect unusual for a highborn lord towards a commoner.


  “Do you know where the pharmacist who resided here has gone?” Count Domenico inquired, his voice laced with a hint of desperation.


  Michele’s response was curt and dismissive. “Haven’t the faintest.”


  The Count’s face crumpled like a discarded parchment. Despair flickered across his features, a stark contrast to his usual stoic demeanor. Before either of them could react further, Eileen found herself compelled to act.  Half-hidden behind Michele’s imposing form, she peeked out and spoke in a hesitant voice.


  “It’s me, Count.”


  “…What?”


  Unable to recognize her at first, Eileen self-consciously raised a hand to partially obscure her face.  The Count’s eyes widened further, and he stumbled back a step in surprise. Flustered, he stammered, “Uh, uh…?”


  Even the ever-composed Michele seemed taken aback. With a swift movement, she swatted the Count’s arm down as it rose in what appeared to be a forgotten attempt at a noble gesture. The resounding thud echoed in the tense silence.


  Peeking through her fingers, Eileen saw a flicker of relief wash over the Count’s face – relief, not anger or disdain.  Emboldened, she lowered her hand and instinctively moved to bow in greeting.  However, Michele’s sharp voice cut through the air.


  The innkeeper’s grin held a hint of mischief. “Hold on there, Madam.  Curtsy for the Duke’s guests, perhaps, but for a mere Count…?”


  “Oh! Right, sorry…” Eileen stammered, cheeks flushing with embarrassment.


  The stark reminder of her new station as Grand Duchess sent a jolt through Eileen.


   Shamefaced, she mumbled an apology. Michele, ever the pragmatist, knelt to meet Eileen’s eyes.


  “Why would you say such a thing? You’re under the weather, after all. Should we turn this gentleman away?”


  “Wait!”


  Before Eileen could respond, Count Domenico hurriedly approached. He quickly removed his top hat and bowed to Eileen.


  “Please forgive my breach of etiquette.”


  As he pondered what might constitute such a breach, Count Domenico gazed at Eileen with a complex mix of emotions. Sensing his turmoil, Eileen spoke softly.


  “There’s no medicine. The date we agreed-upon hasn’t arrived yet, so I haven’t made any… Could it be that you’ve run out of medicine?”


  “No, I haven’t. I came here to express my gratitude and to give a gift.”


  In Count Domenico’s hand was a paper bag from a well-known bakery. He muttered awkwardly,


  “The Grand Duchess… saved me…”


  Count Domenico tightened his grip on the bag of bread, veins briefly pulsing with tension.


  “Even now, you’re stepping forward because of me. You could easily conceal your status.”


  He suddenly dropped his head heavily, his expression fraught with complicated thoughts. Eileen found it difficult to discern his intentions, unsure of what to do, alternating glances between Michele and the Count.


  Michele briskly snatched the bag of bread from Count Domenico with a loud sound.


  “Madam, should we take this home to eat?” she asked, opening the bag of bread and engaging in idle chatter. The Count, who had lost the bag of bread without resistance, kept his head bowed for a while. Finally, he lifted his head.


  His eyes shone with a resolute determination. Count Domenico chuckled softly, almost like a sigh.


  “I suppose I should become a dog.”


  Eileen couldn’t help but question what she heard.


  “A dog…?”


  “Yes. I think becoming the Grand Duchess’s dog wouldn’t be so bad. It might even be enjoyable.”


  Eileen, who had never once considered such a proposal from Count Domenico, was deeply bewildered by his statement. Wondering if Michele knew something she didn’t, Eileen glanced at her, but Michele merely shrugged in response.


  She pondered whether there was some new trend in etiquette she wasn’t aware of. In the distance, a black military vehicle approached. A man in uniform got out smoothly in front of the inn.


  Cesare, stretching his long legs onto the ground, spotted Count Domenico and raised an eyebrow. Understanding the situation immediately, he smiled at Eileen. Naturally pulling her close, he asked,


  “Have you been waiting for your husband?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Cesare’s remark caused Count Domenico’s expression to twist into one of disbelief. It mirrored the look of stunned surprise Eileen wore earlier when he’d mentioned the “dog.”


  Count Domenico remained rooted to the spot, speechless. While Eileen blushed and glanced up at Cesare. She hadn’t anticipated seeing him again today, knowing he had entered the palace.


  To see him both yesterday and today was beyond belief for her. What’s more, Cesare had come specifically to see her.


  ‘I’m so glad I became the Grand Duchess.’


  It felt surreal to be in such a relationship with him. Suppressing the urge to pinch herself, Eileen parted her lips.


  “I heard you’re busy.”


  “I am,” he replied leisurely, brushing Eileen’s wind-tousled hair with his gloved hand. The touch of his leather glove against her skin made Eileen momentarily hold her breath. Cesare chuckled softly as he playfully tapped Eileen’s nose with his finger.


  “I still have time to visit my wife. Do you mind?”


  Eileen couldn’t help but enjoy it. Her cheeks continued to flush with the ticklish sensation. She replied softly, “I’m glad you came…”


  Pleased with her response, Cesare kissed Eileen’s crimson cheek. The sensation of his lips was both delightful and embarrassing, causing Eileen to shrink her shoulders.


  “Why are you standing out here if you’re not feeling well?”


  “Ah, well…”


  Cesare’s question snapped Eileen out of her dreamy state. She glanced over at Count Domenico, who had been led away to a distant spot by Michele.


  They were far enough that their voices couldn’t be overheard. Checking the Count’s location, Eileen stood on tiptoe and whispered quietly into Cesare’s ear.


  “He says he wants to be a dog…!”


  Cesare burst into laughter at this revelation. His deep chuckle momentarily stunned her, and then she realized her mistake.


  She had been so eager to finally have someone to ask about it that she blurted out the most peculiar part without any context. Eileen quickly whispered a follow-up explanation.


  “Exactly. I didn’t realize it at first, but it turns out the Count was the customer who used to buy medicine from me. When I arrived at the inn, he was looking for me, and concerned that something serious might have happened, I revealed that I was a pharmacist.”


  At this point, she paused to apologize to Cesare for disclosing her identity without permission. Fortunately, Cesare graciously reassured her that it was acceptable to act as she saw fit.


  Feeling more at ease, Eileen continued her explanation.


  “Thank you, Your Grace. Anyway, after that, the Count suddenly said he needed to become the Grand Duchess’s dog. Of course, I never asked him to become a dog. Could it be some sort of social code I’m not aware of? Do you know what it means, Your Grace?”


  “We’re married, yet you still call me ‘Your Grace’.”


  Eileen glanced again at Count Domenico before replying, “I thought it wouldn’t be appropriate to call you by name in front of others. From now on, I’ll only call you Cesare. Anyway, if you know the meaning, please tell me. Michele doesn’t seem to know either…”


  However, unlike Eileen’s serious demeanor, Cesare continued to laugh. After a moment, still smiling, he addressed Eileen.


  “It seems like the count wants to express his gratitude to you.”


  Though Eileen’s curiosity remained unsatisfied, Cesare’s words resonated enough for her to nod in understanding.


  “If that’s the case, then I’m relieved.”


  “If you don’t like an old dog, should I get you a young puppy?”


  “What? Oh, I like all dogs. But if you’re asking if I dislike Count Domenico, that’s not the case…”


  As Eileen and Cesare continued their conversation, Count Domenico, who had been silently observing them, blinked thoughtfully.


  He glanced at the grand ducal couple and then turned to Michele beside him, silently questioning the situation with a raised eyebrow.


  Michele, engrossed in searching through a paper bag, met the count’s gaze with an expression that seemed to say, “What’s going on?” There was no hint of surprise in Michele’s eyes, as if she was accustomed to such interactions.


  “Heh…” Count Domenico let out a dry chuckle. He had always believed Cesare held deep affection for his wife.


  The kiss on their wedding day had demonstrated Cesare’s devotion, as had his ability to compel the President of the Senate to become the Grand Duchess’s “dog.” Count Domenico had assumed it was simply Cesare valuing his beautiful wife.


  However, witnessing a man who appeared as formidable as blades and gunpowder gazing at someone with such tender affection was unexpected. Any noble witnessing this scene would be utterly surprised.


  Cesare’s laughter, so pleasant and genuine, was a sight one might believe to exist only in dreams.


  Public perception of Grand Duke Erzet was sharply divided. He was often likened to the god of war, possessing not only exceptional looks but also extraordinary martial prowess.


  Cesare was universally admired. Even when his gaze turned fierce, it was interpreted as the rugged intensity of a soldier, a quality appreciated by many.


  However, those who had glimpsed even a fraction of Cesare’s true nature knew better than to be deceived by his handsome exterior.


  He was devoid of human emotions—incapable of feeling pity, love, sorrow, or regret.


  The nobility generally believed that while Cesare’s cruelty might be innate, it was largely shaped by his circumstances.


  The birth mother of the twin princes harbored a deep animosity towards Cesare. She blamed him for losing the Emperor’s favor and became obsessed with superstitions, convinced that cursing Cesare would somehow restore her standing with the Emperor.


  She subjected young Cesare to all sorts of sorcery. Making him wear the fresh blood of beasts while standing in strange magical circles was mild in comparison.


  She once went as far as cutting open a live black goat and making him sleep inside its entrails for a night. She forced him to consume hallucinogenic herbs, including love potions, and locked him in a dark room for days without a drop of water. Despite these tortures, Cesare miraculously survived. When even these extreme measures failed to harm him, his mother sent the young prince to the battlefield.


  Typically, noble boys of high status were kept safe in the rear to gain experience. However, due to his mother’s influence, Cesare was thrust into the thick of battle, where he experienced the horrors of war firsthand.


  After surviving numerous deployments and earning accolades, Cesare eventually caught the Emperor’s attention. This marked the beginning of another phase of misfortune. Delighted to have such a capable prince, the Emperor sent Cesare into even more perilous conflicts.


  His life became one sustained by the blood and flesh of others, and it was only natural that Cesare grew up with a cruel disposition.


  When the twin princes won the civil war and seized the throne, Count Domenico was greatly relieved that it was Leon, and not Cesare, ascended to the title of Emperor.


  No matter how skilled a warlord, a man devoid of human emotions cannot be a ruler who truly cares for the people of the Empire. Fortunately, Cesare had previously shown little interest in politics.


  However, recently he had begun to actively involve himself in political matters. After causing a stir in the senate with his demand to erect a triumphal arch, Cesare swiftly expanded his influence using the unwavering loyalty of the Imperial army. The nobility grew increasingly wary of him…


  Observing Cesare laughing joyfully with his wife, Count Domenico felt he might understand the reason for Cesare’s transformation.


  It mirrored his own sentiments when he had become a spy for Kalpen out of love for his wife. The difference lay in it being Cesare, which made it somewhat unbelievable.


  After watching Cesare and Eileen for some time, Count Domenico let out a faint sigh. Nonetheless, he was grateful for the chance to repay his benefactor. The memory of nearly harming her still sent chills down his spine.


  If he had followed the orders of the King of Kalpen, his bedridden wife would have succumbed long ago.


  But fate had bestowed upon him a golden opportunity. Count Domenico was resolute in repaying his debt with every ounce of his strength.


  For Eileen, the Grand Duchess of Erzet.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Count Domenico handed over the bread bag and departed. Once he was gone, Eileen finally headed to the laboratory. It felt a bit awkward to reveal to the innkeeper that the Grand Duchess was a pharmacist, so Michele would convey the message instead.


  As Michele and Cesare, dressed in their Imperial uniforms, entered, the inn fell silent. The lively chatter that had filled the room moments ago ceased, and everyone froze.


  Those who had been eating, chatting, or handing over change to customers were all now staring at the soldiers who had just walked in. As eyes began to shift toward Eileen standing behind Cesare, Michele stepped forward.


  She snapped her fingers, producing a sharp sound that drew everyone’s attention to her.


  “Attention! It seems many of you are feeling guilty, but rest assured, we’re not here to make any arrests today.”


  Only then did the people start moving again, albeit cautiously. The lively atmosphere did not return, as the soldiers stood guarding the entrance, preventing anyone from leaving while they nervously stayed put.


  Being a soldier had recently become one of the most coveted professions in the Empire. The reason the inn’s patrons were particularly fearful of soldiers had everything to do with Eileen. On the day the approval for the triumphal arch was announced, Cesare had ordered soldiers to surround the inn.


  Following that, the laboratory was closed, and Eileen vanished without a trace. The inn’s patrons believed that the pharmacist on the second floor had been taken by the soldiers, leaving her fate unknown. Naturally, they became wary, avoiding any unnecessary trouble.


  Despite the fear on his face, the innkeeper, Pietro, bravely stepped forward.


  “Excuse me, but may I ask something?”


  “Yes?”


  Michele strolled over to the counter. Pietro wiped his sweaty hands on the apron covering his round belly and asked politely, “What happened to the pharmacist on the second floor?”


  “Oh, that’s actually why we’re here. Rest assured, she’s fine.”


  Leaning casually on the counter with one hand, Michele continued speaking with the innkeeper. Pietro stood at attention, listening intently to Michele’s words. Although Eileen felt a bit uneasy, she trusted that Michele would explain everything well.


  Seizing the moment while everyone’s attention was on Michele, Eileen and Cesare quickly made their way upstairs. Those who saw Eileen peeking from behind Cesare’s back widened their eyes in surprise. They glanced back and forth between their newspapers, La Verita, and Eileen. However, Eileen, focused solely on Cesare’s back, didn’t notice the stares.


  The second floor was quiet. It was still early in the day, so there were no guests. Cesare took a key from his pocket and unlocked the large padlock securing the door to the laboratory. Eileen entered the lab, thrilled to be back after such a long time.


  Contrary to her expectations, the laboratory was clean. She had anticipated a thick layer of dust, but everything was remarkably tidy. Even the ornamental poppies, which contained no narc*tic properties, were thriving. Their fresh petals showed signs of care. Thankfully, it seemed Cesare had arranged for someone to maintain the lab.


  One flower, however, looked a bit shabby with a few petals missing. This was because Cesare had roughly handled it before, causing the petals to fall.


  ‘Still, it must have been Cesare who ordered someone to water the plants.’


  Though his touch had damaged the flower, his instructions had ensured its survival. She hoped the poppy didn’t harbor any resentment toward Cesare.


  Eileen gently patted the poppy plant a couple of times and scanned the lab. Ever since Michele had delivered the good news, she had mentally noted which items to prioritize taking.


  All the research materials were gone, likely confiscated during the Morpheus investigation. Seeing the empty bookshelves left her feeling hollow, but she concealed her disappointment and focused on inspecting the laboratory equipment.


  ‘Should I start with the fragile, expensive lab equipment?’


  Her gaze lingered on a round-bottom flask before she turned to look at Cesare. He was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed, watching her flit around the room with an amused expression. When their eyes met, he spoke first.


  “Count Domenico has already delivered the research data to the Grand Master.”


  Cesare tapped his chin thoughtfully and continued,  “Keep working on M*rpheus. We’ll provide support, so don’t worry about anything else.”


  “And the execution…?” Eileen asked cautiously, glancing around before voicing her concern.


  Cesare replied confidently, “Who would dare put Grand Duke Erzet on the chopping block?”


  Eileen almost rushed to Cesare, overwhelmed with gratitude. She restrained herself, mindful of the Grand Duke’s dignity, but her face betrayed her joy.


  “Thank you. Thank you so much! I promise I’ll complete M*rpheus no matter what.”


  She clasped her hands earnestly, pledging to work diligently to create an incredible medicine as a token of her gratitude. Cesare smiled warmly, acknowledging her dedication.


  Feeling elated, Eileen hummed a tune as she continued searching through the laboratory. Then, an idea struck her—a way to immediately repay Cesare’s kindness.


  ‘I wish I could do something for him right now.’


  TEileen, though not as grand as Cesare, wanted to show her gratitude in a small way. Racking her brain, she remembered the scar ointment.


  Previously, Cesare had cut his hand rescuing her from a kidnapping. The wound had almost healed, but to prevent a scar, applying the ointment would be beneficial. She chided herself for not thinking of it sooner and hurriedly searched for the scar ointment.


  The lab, usually organized amidst chaos, made it challenging to find things once tidied up to Eileen’s rules. After some frustration, she finally located the scar ointment on the shelf.


  “Cesare!”


  Eileen hurried over to him.


  “Could you please show me your palm for a moment?”


  Cesare chuckled and extended his gloved hand.


  “I… mean your real palm.”


  “Do you need me to remove my glove?”


  Eileen hesitated at the subtle nuance of Cesare’s words but nodded affirmatively nonetheless.


  “Yes, please remove it.”


  Instead of removing his glove, Cesare continued to tease her.


  “Just casually asking me to take off my glove like that.”


  “I meant the glove, not your clothes…”


  Eileen hastily clarified her request, causing Cesare to lower his gaze and chuckle.


  “Alright.”


  He lowered his voice, as if sharing a secret, and said, “I only take it off in front of you, Eileen.”


  His whispered words sent a shiver down her spine, making her feel oddly flustered. Holding her breath, she watched Cesare slowly remove his glove. Her heart pounded against her chest.


  As the glossy black leather glove was gradually pulled off, it revealed the back of his hand, strong with clearly defined veins and bones. His unusually long fingers slipped completely free from the glove.


  Cesare extended his hand to Eileen. She carefully took it in both of hers and gently turned it over to examine his palm.


  “…”


  His palm was smooth, with no sign of the previous injury.


  Cesare had always displayed remarkable healing abilities compared to others, but for his hand to be this pristine was unusual. It hadn’t been long enough for such a wound to vanish without a trace.


  ‘Was it the other hand? No, it was definitely this hand.’


  Despite her confusion, Cesare remained impassive, simply offering his hand to her calmly.


  “Show me your other hand, too, please.”


  Stammering, Eileen requested to see his other hand, questioning if she had made an error. Cesare complied, removing the glove from his other hand, which was just as unblemished. Holding both his hands, Eileen felt a wave of confusion wash over her.


  ‘What’s going on?’


  Something felt awry, but Eileen couldn’t quite put her finger on it. A vague sense of unease lingered in her mind, casting a shadow over her thoughts. The peculiar sensation she’d always harbored regarding Cesare now gnawed at her more intensely than ever before.


  In that moment, an instinctive urge prompted her to ask him something. Unconsciously, she opened her mouth.


  “Cesare.”


  Meeting his gaze steadily, she asked the first question that came to mind.


  “How did you know about the wedding ring in my diary?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 64


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen had always found Cesare’s sporadic displays of emotion to be puzzling. The intensity of his feelings overwhelmed her, and his words and actions often felt alien. She wanted to understand what had caused such a change in him. 


  However, asking Cesare directly about the reason for his transformation was no easy task. While Eileen was tense and trembling, Cesare remained relaxed and calm. He gently shook the hand that Eileen was holding, causing her to let go in surprise. Quickly, Cesare grasped her wrist, preventing her from fleeing.


  Eileen’s wrist was much smaller compared to his large hand, allowing him to easily hold both of her wrists with one hand. Cesare held her wrist firmly and spoke in a calm manner, as if nothing had happened.


  “Weren’t you curious about the scar?”


  “I’m curious about that, too.”


  She had asked about the wedding ring first because it felt like the right thing to do. There was a vague sense in her mind that the disappearance of the scar and the wedding ring were somehow connected.


  With determination, Eileen looked up at Cesare, resolved to get answers from him. However, her resolve melted away as soon as she met his crimson eyes.


  Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain; Cesare was gripping her wrist too tightly. She whispered softly to him.


  “It hurts…”


  Despite her cautious plea, Cesare did not release her wrist immediately. He stared at her intently for a moment before slowly loosening his grip. Then, he began to rub the red mark left on her wrist, his lips parting to speak.


  “I read your diary,” he whispered with a mischievous smile, his eyes curving like crescent moons.


  “It was quite cute, Eileen.”


  Her heart sank at the mention of her diary. It contained all her mundane thoughts and feelings, including every sentiment she had about Cesare, both loving and resentful.


  The diary had been her emotional outlet, a place where she poured out her feelings and then forgot about them. She couldn’t even recall what she had written in it. The thought of Cesare reading everything made her want to run away, but she suppressed the impulse and tried to think calmly. What Cesare claimed seemed physically impossible.


  “But… you didn’t have time to do that.”


  Eileen cautiously pointed out the inconsistency, which only deepened Cesare’s smile. A dark, crimson hue flashed in his eyes. As she gazed into those deep, intense eyes, Eileen bit her lip.


  ‘Those eyes again.’ 


  Eyes that held heavy and profound emotions she couldn’t fathom.


  Cesare didn’t respond to her correction. Instead, he brought her wrist, marked by his grip, to his lips and pressed a lingering kiss on the red mark before finally speaking.


  “The scar on my hand…”


  His answer was vague and left Eileen even more puzzled.


  “It was the price I had to pay. Just as you became the Grand Duchess to avoid execution, I had to pay an appropriate price.”


  His words didn’t make sense to her. In fact, they weren’t meant to be understood by her. With his answer, Eileen became certain: Cesare didn’t want her to know the truth.


  The elation she had felt moments ago crashed to the ground. Covered in the metaphorical dirt, Eileen thought to herself.


  ‘I may be the Grand Duchess, but I am still someone who only receives.’


  A burdensome weight rather than a help. It made perfect sense that Cesare couldn’t rely on her, yet her heart ached nonetheless. It felt as if someone had burst her sweet dream with a sharp needle.


  The harsh reality stung. But Eileen, refusing to give up, summoned the last of her courage.


  “I don’t understand what you mean,” she said, looking up at Cesare cautiously. “Can you explain it in more detail?”


  She must have appeared desperately hopeful, but Cesare coldly dismissed her plea.


  “Not now.”


  Though she didn’t want to, being outright rejected by him made her heart ache more than ever. It felt as if Cesare had publicly confirmed her uselessness. Eileen’s lips moved wordlessly for a while before she quietly responded.


  “Okay…”


  Reluctantly unable to meet her eyes any longer, he lowered his gaze. Without forcing her to lift her head, Cesare gently cupped Eileen’s cheek with his hand. He simply stroked her cheek quietly and spoke.


  “When I first met you, you were crying. And you were crying even at the end.”


  Silence hung between them for a moment.


  “Now, if there’s anything that might make you cry, I want to delay it as much as possible.”


  Eileen replied with a quivering voice, her nose slightly twitching as she made an effort to speak.


  “I, I feel like crying even now…”


  “It’s okay to cry a little.”


  The question of how much to cry hung heavy in the air. Stifling a sob, Eileen pressed her lips together, only to be met with a kiss from Cesare.


  His touch was a paradox – a tender caress that held a subtle edge of control. He kept their lips slightly parted, preventing her from biting down. Delicate licks explored the smooth surface of her teeth and the sensitive inner lining of her mouth.


  Arousal flickered beneath Eileen’s skin as he stroked her gently, even as he captured her fleeing tongue in a playful tug-of-war. Then, with a final sweep of his tongue against the pooling saliva, he pulled away.


  Eileen gasped for air, her chest heaving noticeably. Cesare, gazing down at her flushed face, spoke softly, a hint of helplessness in his voice.


  “Eileen,” he murmured, “it seems I can’t help but make you cry, at least a little.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Twelve. Eileen was twelve when it happened, Cesare nineteen. News of the child’s abduction hit him like a physical blow. Disregarding orders, he rode straight for the enemy empire. It was a blatant act of desertion, and Cesare knew it.


  Fear was a distant echo. His loyal knights, ever faithful, followed. Five crimson marks, symbols of his transgression, were etched side by side on his back.


  But fear couldn’t stop him. He had to save her.


  “Such insolence!” The Emperor’s voice boomed, laced with betrayal. “To defy me after all these years, after the trust I’ve placed in you!”


  Cesare knelt, bare-chested, a silent statue absorbing the Emperor’s wrath. The old man, a fearsome warrior in his youth, retained his strength even in his twilight years. Each crack of the whip left a stinging welt, blood blossoming on Cesare’s back.


  The Emperor viewed Cesare almost as his own reflection. Although they bore little physical resemblance beyond their large stature and fierce countenance, he frequently boasted that Cesare mirrored him in every aspect. Whenever Cesare achieved victory on the battlefield, the Emperor claimed it as his own accomplishment.


  Unable to accept that his beloved prince had deserted his duty for the sake of a mere child, the Emperor took it upon himself to administer the punishment with the whip, aiming to educate his cherished prince.


  Despite being covered in blood from head to toe, Cesare did not utter a single whimper. Pausing momentarily in his barrage of lashes, the Emperor extended the blood-dripping whip and asked, “Has she at least become your woman?”


  Cesare stifled a bitter laugh and then forced out a response.


  “That child is only 12 years old.”


  At the first voice heard since the start of the whipping, the Emperor chuckled dryly. He looked down at Cesare and asked in a somewhat softened tone,


  “Though a bit early, she’s at the age to marry soon. Has she had her first period?”


  Cesare remained silent for a moment. After swallowing the congealed blood in his mouth, he finally replied,


  “…As far as I know, she hasn’t.”


  “Is that so? Well then, where shall we assign her for your s*xual education?”


  Throughout the execution of his punishment, Cesare kept his eyes lowered, finally lifting them when it was over. The Emperor smirked with disdain.


  He was drawing a line for Cesare. It meant, ‘That child can never be your marriage partner, so if you harbor any feelings, keep them physical only.’


  “I was only concerned because she is the daughter of my nanny,” Cesare stated firmly, meeting the Emperor’s gaze without wavering.


  “You know well that I grew up without a mother.”


  To Cesare, who had endured neglect and abuse from his birth mother, the daughter of his nanny was the only person he had ever cherished. His carefully constructed facade once again shielded Eileen from harm. The Emperor, swiftly mollified, burst into a sneering laugh.


  “Securing the lineage with a noble is a commendable pursuit. But my son, you must also learn to manage the lower ranks.”


  The Emperor’s eyes bore into Cesare’s, delivering a solemn warning.


  “Such an incident must not occur again. Do you understand?”


  Acknowledging Eileen’s significance, Cesare swallowed his bitterness deeply. After a pause, he smiled slowly and replied.


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  In that moment, Cesare resolved to end the Emperor’s life.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen remained blissfully unaware of that day’s events. Cesare had also instructed Lady Elrod, her Baroness mother, to keep the truth from her. He knew tears would surely flow if Eileen learned he’d deserted his post to save her and endured the Emperor’s lash.


  From their very first meeting, Eileen had been a creature of tears. Often, the reasons escaped Cesare’s grasp. A beloved plant wilting, a minor scratch on his own person—these seemingly insignificant matters could trigger a downpour of emotions in Eileen, reducing her to a state of despair.


  Unable to decipher her emotional landscape, Cesare simply accepted it, etching this peculiarity into his memory. Maintaining her angelic perception of him proved a constant challenge. Naturally, this led him to conceal many things, shielding her innocent eyes from the harsh realities of the world, both past and present.


  Cesare gazed at Eileen, who appeared on the verge of tears. Her golden-green eyes, usually so bright, glistened with unshed tears. The thought of licking away her tears – an undeniably unsettling notion – briefly crossed his mind. He quickly banished it, gently wiping her damp eyelashes with his finger.


  Eileen trembled slightly but didn’t flinch away. Witnessing her struggle to hold back tears was agonizing, but intervention felt futile. He needed to start desensitizing her, gradually preparing her for the inevitable revelation of the truth. After all, his secret had always had an expiration date.


  “Eileen,” Cesare murmured softly as he gently embraced her with his smooth, unscarred hand. Feeling the warmth in his palm, he whispered, “Apply the ointment.”


  Hesitantly reaching out, Eileen puckered her plump lips. Her large pupils darted around as she muttered hesitantly, “There are no scars or wounds on you…”


  In her own way, it seemed like a brave rebuttal. Frowning, Cesare responded immediately,


  “Let’s make one now.”


  As he searched the laboratory for a suitable knife, Eileen fluttered like a small bird.


  “No! Let me apply the ointment! Please don’t do that.”


  He chuckled at her startled, stuttering response. Eileen quickly washed her hands and then carefully scooped out some ointment, gently applying it to Cesare’s palm.


  The smooth skin received the smear of opaque white ointment. Cesare watched Eileen, who was deeply focused on the task of spreading the meaningless ointment.


  Sensing his gaze, Eileen subtly raised her eyes. When their eyes met, Cesare asked, as if waiting,


  “Should I apply ointment to my wife, too?”


  With wide eyes, Eileen replied quizzically, “Where…?”


  Teasing her playfully, like a boy teasing a girl he likes, Cesare chuckled mischievously as he answered, “Below.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Exhaustion gnawed at Eileen as she returned to the palace. The details Cesare had concealed in the laboratory dissolved from her memory, overshadowed entirely by his offer to apply ointment “below.”


  Undeniably,a faint tingle lingered from their passionate first night together. But the suggestion of ointment application there was simply unthinkable. The thought of his fingers breaching that intimate space was unbearable.


  Back in the carriage, Eileen launched into a fervent explanation, meticulously detailing why his ministrations were unnecessary. Thankfully, Cesare relented, abandoning his playful suggestion.


  “What about Senon?” Cesare inquired upon arriving at the palace.


  Immediately seeking out Senon, Sonio accepted his overcoat and replied, “He has just left the palace.”


  “Oh, I see. It will take him a bit to arrive. I need to show him the new laboratory…”


  Cesare paused, a puzzled look crossing his face, as he explained to Senon that he needed to hear a brief explanation before showing him the new laboratory, concerning M*rpheus.


  “Wait a moment, and then we’ll tour the laboratory, Sonio.”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  With a simple call of his name, Sonio understood exactly what Cesare wanted. The steward gently smiled and led Eileen away.


  “Madam, may I have a moment of your time?”


  Cesare proceeded to his study to attend to remaining tasks, while Eileen spent time chatting with Sonio until Senon arrived.


  During their conversation, Sonio informed Eileen of several important matters.


  “As you know, in a few days, you will formally enter the Imperial Palace to receive the title of Erzet.”


  Eileen was still ‘Eileen Elrod.’ According to Imperial law, she could only formally receive her husband’s title after their wedding ceremony and a seven-day waiting period.


  On the seventh day, Eileen would enter the palace and receive the title of Erzet directly from Emperor Leon.


  Although they had already exchanged marriage vows, the reason for the one-week interval was tied to the founding myth of the Traon Empire.


  According to the myth, the founding Emperor of Traon was a discarded prince.


  Raised on lioness milk in the wilderness, the Prince vowed to establish his own kingdom. The land where he first planted his flag is now the central square of modern Traon.


  The Gods blessed the birth of the new king by sending a winged lion, which became the symbol of the Traon Empire.


  Blessed by the gods, the kingdom prospered quickly and soon proclaimed itself an empire. The ambitious Emperor, who had conquered continents without hesitation, fell in love with a woman one day.


  She was the one who made the Emperor, relentless in his conquests, pause. He set aside his bloodied sword for her sake and remained in his kingdom.


  The Emperor desired to marry her immediately as his Empress, but a prophecy intervened. It stated that he must wait seven years before welcoming her as Empress.


  However, the young Emperor defied the prophecy and held a grand wedding right away.


  Their happiness did not last long. The day after their wedding and the evening festivities, the Empress died in the Emperor’s arms, vomiting blood.


  Devastated, the Emperor embraced her lifeless body and sought solace in a temple. As an offering in accordance with the sign sent by the gods—a winged lion—he prayed all night without eating or drinking. His earnest prayer was clear:


  He repented for his reckless defiance of the prophecy and begged to bring back the woman he loved from death.


  Fearing the loss of all he held dear, he threatened that if his prayers were not answered, he would bring death upon all those he cherished.


  On the seventh night, the god responded to the Emperor.


  If he passed seven trials, the god would resurrect the Empress from death.


  It took the Emperor seven grueling years to overcome all the trials. But in the end, after enduring every hardship, he successfully resurrected the Empress. From that moment until they died together at the same time on the same day, the Emperor and Empress shared a love that burned passionately.


  In honor of their miraculous reunion, the people of the empire revised the god’s command of a seven-year wait to a seven-day period.


  “I’ve already prepared the dress you’ll wear then,” Sonio assured Eileen, recalling the upcoming event and the responsibilities that would follow. Eileen nodded, her mind still pondering over the founding myth of the empire. After a moment’s hesitation, she asked, “As the Grand Duchess, are there no duties I should perform?”


  Realizing Sonio might not mention it immediately, Eileen pressed further, “Now that I’m the Grand Duchess, there will be many responsibilities, right?”


  Sonio appeared momentarily uncomfortable, seeming to withhold something. Eileen clenched her fists, determined. “I want to be of help as the Grand Duchess. His Grace may not think so, but…”


  “No, Madam,” Sonio interrupted gently. Still acclimating to her new title, Eileen waited for him to continue.


  “His Grace simply ordered that you should be informed gradually as you adapt. I should have explained earlier, but this old man only wished for your comfort…”


  Grateful for Sonio’s paternal concern, Eileen thanked him sincerely for always considering her well-being. Sonio met her gaze with a dignified expression and said, “Madam, there are important letters that have arrived. Would you like to check them first?”


  Sonio disclosed that letters had been arriving since morning, and he had prepared the Grand Duchess’s study for her convenience. Appreciating Sonio’s thoughtful demeanor, Eileen promptly replied, “I’ll check them now.”


  However, upon seeing the first envelope, Eileen immediately felt regret. It was from Ornella, the daughter of Count Farbellini and the soon-to-be Empress of Traon, currently her most concerning counterpart.


  Feeling a mixture of anticipation and trepidation, Eileen set aside Ornella’s letter for the moment and decided to check the others first. Absentmindedly picking up a thick envelope, Eileen checked the sender and was startled.


  “The professors…?”


  It was a letter from the professors at the university where Eileen had studied.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  When she saw the envelope with the professors’ names written on it, memories of her university days flooded back into her mind.


  Originally, there had been no place for Eileen in her circumstances to even dream of attending university. It was Cesare who had daringly suggested for the first time that she might be able to enter.


  Eileen shamelessly clung to him, eventually succeeding in gaining admission through a somewhat cunning method—using a recommendation letter from Prince Traon of the Empire.


  Her time at university had been the happiest period of Eileen’s life. During those years, she satisfied numerous curiosities that self-study alone couldn’t fulfill.


  Engaging in academic discussions with fellow enthusiasts of plants brought her immense joy, especially delving into the professional study of medicinal drug development using plants.


  Chemical experiments, which Eileen couldn’t have performed alone, were a significant part of her education, and she received substantial help from the university.


  Although initially intimidated by the older students and professors, they proved to be kind and nurturing, and soon she felt at home among them.


  Due to difficulties at home, she couldn’t complete her studies and had to leave university prematurely. Nonetheless, the time spent there became cherished memories and valuable assets. The knowledge she acquired has been a reliable support for Eileen ever since.


  “I hope everyone is doing well…”


  Lost in nostalgia, Eileen opened the envelope. Despite expecting it to be thick, she found a lengthy letter inside.


  […Upon belatedly hearing the news of your marriage, I hasten to send my congratulations. Enclosed is a modest token of gift. Please accept it.]


  Now a Duchess of Erzet, Eileen received a letter from her professors written in extremely polite language. Amidst the formal greetings and lengthy updates on their lives, Eileen could almost hear the familiar voices of her mentors.


  Smiling faintly, Eileen confirmed the enclosed gift—a part of a paper published in an academic journal. The paper was based on research she had collaborated on with her professors during her university days, and Eileen’s name was listed as one of the authors.


  As she read further, Eileen felt a sudden lump in her throat. She clenched her lips tightly and absentmindedly rubbed her chin, continuing to absorb the contents of the letter.


  […We plan to visit the estate soon. If you have the time, could we meet briefly? We have missed you dearly all these years, and while we understand your position, we cautiously request this favor.]


  The letter concluded with polite requests and warm greetings. Eileen read through it once more, feeling a sense of longing and regret.


  “They plan to visit the estate. Can I meet them?” she asked Sonio, who was surprised but assured her that it was certainly possible.


  “If there’s anything you wish to do, please feel free to tell me,” Sonio added, offering his support.


  Despite initially imagining the life of a grand duchess as daunting, Eileen found comfort in Sonio’s reassuring response.


  Taking a deep breath, Eileen gathered her courage and then opened Ornella’s letter. The scented stationery emitted a faint fragrance of lilies.


  The contents were polite and ordinary, sincerely congratulating her on her marriage and extending an invitation to her first social gathering as the Duchess of Erzet—a tea party.


  It was obvious to Eileen why Ornella, full of grudges, was calling her to a social gathering.


  “I can almost picture getting ambushed, all with masks and cigarette smoke billowing around.”


  Shaking off the fanciful thought with a slight shrug, she muttered, “That’s a bit much.”


  Setting aside Ornella’s letter, Eileen tucked it into a corner. While she had obligations as the Duchess of Erzet, she wasn’t about to bend over backwards for Ornella.


  True, the Parvellini duchy boasted a distinguished lineage, but it paled in comparison to the prestige of Erzet. Even esteemed noble families had found themselves overshadowed in Cesare’s presence.


  There’s no need to choose Ornella for the first social gathering. After all, it would only strengthen her position in society.


  “I think this way, but Sonio, what are your thoughts?” Eileen turned to Sonio, seeking his perspective on the matter.


  Sonio, deeply moved, responded, “You speak wisely, my Lady. There is absolutely no need to be swayed.”


  “Then… where would it be best to attend the first social gathering?”


  Feeling perplexed as she sifted through the flood of letters pouring in for the Duchess of Erzet, Eileen sought guidance. It was her habit to ask when unsure, and Sonio, with a knowing smile, observed the array of letters on the desk.


  “While it’s only the steward’s opinion, as the Duchess, you hold the highest noble position in the Empire…”


  Transitioning seamlessly from palace life to her new role as grand duchess, Sonio paused, his smile gentle yet contemplative.


  “Wouldn’t it be fitting to extend invitations to those of lower rank?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Thanks to Sonio’s guidance, Eileen found herself thinking in a new direction. As the Duchess of Erzet, she decided that her first social gathering would be personally organized by her.


  Sonio assured her that he would personally curate the guest list for the invitations, and his enthusiastic involvement ensured that everything proceeded smoothly.


  Talking about various things with Sonio, time flew by swiftly. Senon, who was expected to arrive soon, did not appear until sunset. Cesare was heard briefly working in his study and then heading out again.


  Alone at dinner, Eileen remarked, “It’s unusual for someone who typically stays at the Duke’s residence.”


  Dining alone at the expansive table didn’t make Eileen feel lonely. Sonio, though occupied, kindly engaged her in conversation.


  Yet, Eileen didn’t feel isolated. Being alone was natural to her. The time spent with Cesare yesterday and today felt like a miracle.


  Waiting for Cesare was familiar to Eileen. She simply looked forward to seeing him again tomorrow.


  Finishing her dinner, Eileen read the etiquette book Sonio had chosen and retired early to bed.


  Lying there, sleep eluded her. Despite her tired body, her mind raced.


  Restlessly murmuring with wide-open eyes, Eileen’s thoughts revolved mostly around Cesare.


  He had no intention of telling Eileen his secrets. But that didn’t mean he completely hid them. Even though he became the Duke, the one-sided relationship remained the same.


  He was such an affectionate man that calling it deceit would be too much. That’s why it was even more painful. IShe couldn’t possibly guess Cesare’s intentions.


  ‘He’s never been one to reveal his true feelings…’


  What could have made him like this? How could she be of any help to him, even a little?


  “I want to do well.”


  After becoming the Duchess, ambition surged within Eileen. She yearned to be constantly by Cesare’s side. However, the fear of displaying her inadequacies lingered, knowing that just as suddenly as she became Duchess, she could be cast aside.


  In this regard, Cesare was like a sword. Eileen never knew if any disagreement or misstep could lead to losing his affection overnight.


  “I must become the person His Grace needs,” she resolved.


  Replaying these worries in her mind, Eileen unintentionally drifted into sleep. Her half-dreaming mind sensed a presence and jolted awake. Accustomed to falling asleep alone, her body reacted sensitively to someone else’s presence.


  Blinking sleepily, Eileen looked ahead and saw the distinct figure of a man. Smiling with eyes that blended into the darkness, he chuckled softly. A faint scent of blood touched her nose, and a languid voice mixed with warm breath tickled her skin.


  “Sorry, did I wake you?”


  Eileen slowly blinked again, seeing Cesare right before her—it was undoubtedly a dream. For a moment forgetting she was in the Duke’s residence, she smiled as though she had encountered him in the small bed on the second floor of their old brick house.


  “Cesare…”


  She called his name with overwhelming happiness, her giggles laced with childish mischief.


  “I missed you.”


  In response, Cesare narrowed his sharp eyes, leaning closer to her. His face mere inches away, he asked softly, “Since when?”


  “Always, always…”


  It was a whispered confession of deep affection, tinged with sadness at her inability to fully express the intensity of her feelings. Gazing at him with a dazed look, she felt as though even his eyes, which held her captive, were softened by the intoxication of the moment.


  “Alright, Eileen.”


  Their lips met gently, like flower petals settling down. They kissed tenderly, each touch careful as if they feared the moment might shatter.


  “I’ve missed you too, all this time,” he murmured softly in reply.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen had longed for these words, and their presence only made her more certain that she was dreaming. In the dream, she reached out to Cesare.


  He embraced her willingly, and with deep, heartfelt yearning, Eileen asked,


  “Will I be able to see you again tomorrow?”


  It was a question she could never ask Cesare in reality—a question she dared not utter—yet in the dream, she voiced it gently.


  “I want to see you tomorrow, too…”


  A large hand tenderly stroked Eileen’s head and cheek. She pressed her face against his hand, savoring the comforting sensation. His response, however, seemed somewhat disconnected from her intense longing.


  “It will be as you wish.”


  His voice, sweet and tender, contrasted with the scent of blood that lingered around him.


  “Anything.”


  With his whispered promise, Eileen was gently drawn into a deep, dreamless sleep.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen suddenly woke up. Though her memory was hazy, she felt she had experienced something profoundly pleasant. Upon waking, a pang of regret washed over her, as if she had lost something precious.


  It was still dark beyond her closed eyelids. As she tried to drift back to sleep, an unusual sound began to intrude upon her senses—a wet, squelching noise, accompanied by a groan of discomfort.


  As she became aware of the odd sensation, she felt a foreign presence below. Something long and rigid was slowly probing inside her. The bizarre mixture of pleasure and pain made her head spin. A disoriented thought crossed her mind.


  “Come to think of it, I slept without underwear.”


  Without the protection of underwear, her sensitive skin was more vulnerable to stimulation. The slight, stinging pain she felt whenever the fabric touched her swollen area led her to sleep without it last night.


  As if punishing her for not wearing even underwear, something firm was gently rubbing against her inside. Reflexively, Eileen tightened her muscles down there. Her already moist mucous membranes clamped down on the invader with all their might.


  However, the soft intrusion caused no harm. The invader pressed on, unimpeded, and slowly stroked inside her. The meticulous sensation of exploring her inner walls made Eileen shiver, and she opened her eyes wide.


  “Ugh…”


  A groan escaped her lips. In a panic, Eileen hurriedly propped herself up and looked below, only to be met with an unimaginable sight. Her breath hitched as she cried out his name in a desperate scream.


  “C-Cesare!”


  Between her widely spread legs sat Cesare. He was applying ointment with his index and middle fingers to her intimate area.


  Looking into his crimson eyes and then down at her vulv@, she saw it coated with a thick, milky white ointment. The sight of the sticky substance smeared over her reddened, sensitive skin evoked strange thoughts.


  Eileen’s face turned bright red in an instant. While she was at a loss for what to do, Cesare continued to move his hands with a composed demeanour. He narrowed his eyes slightly and interrogated her with a scrutinising gaze.


  “Looks like you’ve grown up to be a liar.”


  His fingers, coated with ointment, dug deep inside her.


  “You said it was fine, but it’s completely swollen.”


  “Ugh!”


  The deep intrusion made the fine hairs on her cheeks stand on end. Her body involuntarily released a gush of fluid. Despite having been intimately occupied on her wedding night, she still dripped with wetness, as if she were still unsatisfied. Her embarrassing reaction made her face flush even more. Eileen hurriedly apologised to Cesare.


  “I’m sorry, I-I was so embarrassed and ashamed.”


  Still, she hadn’t done anything about it. After taking the medicine she had brought from the lab and going to bed early, she felt much better upon waking.


  However, the swelling remained unchanged, suggesting to Cesare that she might have neglected the injury. Noting Eileen’s remorseful expression, Cesare spoke in a low, stern tone.


  “Don’t hide your pain. Understand?”


  “Yes…”


  Eileen’s face fell into a sorrowful expression. Although she had been relieved to get through it without applying ointment, Cesare had never intended to overlook the issue from the start.


  He spread the sleeping Eileen’s legs and finally looked below. As soon as he confirmed that it was swollen, he must have applied the ointment he had prepared in advance.


  Cesare carefully explored the inner walls, checking if there were any specific areas where Eileen felt pain. His fingers, moving slowly and palpating, made her body shiver involuntarily.


  In fact, the pleasure outweighed the pain. It had been only a short time since Cesare had thoroughly tormented her, and her skin, still marked from their first night, responded with heightened sensitivity to his touch.


  Cesare was attentive and concerned in his treatment, but he seemed reluctant to bear the experience alone. Eileen kept trying to suppress the rising pleasure. She hurriedly turned her gaze elsewhere and clenched the pillow tightly, her knuckles turning white.


  However, the foreign sensation inside gradually awakened her senses. There was no way to stop the pleasure slowly rising from her abdomen.


  The squeaking sound filled the quiet bedroom. Eileen twisted her waist every time his fingers moved inside her. Despite her efforts to endure, it was not successful. Instead, she only wished that Cesare would move a bit more roughly.


  “Ha, ah…”


  Before she knew it, her legs were spread wide. She even lifted her hips slightly to make it easier for his fingers to move in and out, but Eileen did not realize her own state. She was only breathing heavily from the lukewarm pleasure.


  Just when she desperately wanted his fingers to move more vigorously, Cesare’s fingers withdrew from her.


  “Hmm…!”


  Eileen gave a frustrated moan and tightened down below. The moist membrane grasped the withdrawing fingers, but it was futile, just as it had been when he entered.


  Eileen stared blankly at Cesare, who was wiping his hands with a towel. The layers of pleasure had left her lower abdomen throbbing, and her empty v@gina twitched uncontrollably.


  Cesare’s somewhat stern voice made her feel even more despondent.


  “No, Eileen. You’re injured.”


  His cold reaction stirred a pang of sadness within her. Unable to speak and only able to groan, she noticed a faint smile forming on Cesare’s face as he observed her.


  “Are you in a lot of pain?”


  Normally, she would have insisted that she was fine, but her current state left her unable to think clearly. Her lips moved first, betraying her true feelings.


  “It hurts…”


  The memory of their first night resurfaced. She knew that if she spoke honestly and made a request, he would fulfill it. However, despite gazing at him with the same earnest eyes as before, Cesare did not touch her again. He remained visibly aroused.


  “It’s a punishment, Eileen.”


  Instead of probing her with his fingers or his member, he gently kissed her and whispered.


  “The punishment for not honestly saying you’re in pain.”


  In the end, Eileen spent a painful day with the unresolved, dull pleasure still inside her.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Senon gazed up at the starry sky with dazed eyes, his voice filled with emotion as he shouted,


  “Finally… is it over…!”


  He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment before opening them and turning to the side. There, Lotan was silently pulling out a cigarette.


  The two men took a moment to rest, quietly sharing a cigarette. Lotan patted Senon’s shoulder briefly after exhaling the smoke.


  “You did well.”


  “Yeah, I really did.”


  Senon’s face beamed with pride as he let out a deep sigh. The task had been incredibly tough and demanding, but it hadn’t been difficult at all. It had all been for Eileen.


  Grinning, Senon rubbed his nose with the back of his hand and murmured,


  “But I feel a bit strange.”


  Lotan raised one of his thick eyebrows and asked simply,


  “Why?”


  “Eileen is all grown up, married and everything… I always felt like she would be a child in my heart forever.”


  Senon had watched Eileen grow from a little girl who looked like a tiny doll into a woman who was now a Grand Duchess. It was hard to grasp that she had come so far. Lost in nostalgia, Senon recalled the first time he had met Eileen.


  The little girl had flitted about like a delicate bird in a field of lilies before suddenly leaping into Cesare’s arms. The ten-year-old child, who burst into tears, was undeniably beautiful.


  But back then, Senon had harbored a strong dislike for Eileen.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  The reason was that Cesare was wasting precious time on a mere child.


  Of course, the child was undeniably cute. The unique combination of green and gold in her eyes was almost mystical, and her chattering voice was as pleasant as a lark’s song.


  But she was just a child. No matter how charming she was, it was difficult to understand why Cesare was so attentive to her, especially given that she was the daughter of a mere nanny from a family of little consequence.


  Cesare was destined for a glorious path. The thought that this child might become a hindrance to him stirred an impulse to remove her like a weed.


  Even Lotan and Diego, who generally liked children, shared similar sentiments. They found Eileen cute but agreed with Senon’s view that Cesare was unnecessarily preoccupied with her.


  Days were spent contemplating how to remove the bothersome child from Cesare’s life.


  “How many times have I told you that the Fifth Prince is a lost cause!”


  His father threw the documents he was holding at Senon. As the papers fluttered and scattered, his father, with a frustrated expression, pounded his chest and said, “The throne will be claimed by another prince. To think that you actually became that fool’s knight. What an idiot.”


  As the second son, Senon would never inherit a title. The solution he found to secure his future was Cesare. After swearing allegiance and becoming a knight, Senon had never regretted his choice. The more he trusted and followed Cesare, the stronger his conviction grew.


  However, his parents vehemently criticized Senon. They were repeatedly angry that he had not made a choice that would benefit the family but had instead acted foolishly.


  Senon had hoped that presenting a neatly organized report on Cesare’s recent monumental victory might soften their hearts, but it had the opposite effect.


  Feeling dejected, Senon entered the Imperial Palace. The moment he stepped into the prince’s residence, tears suddenly welled up in his eyes. Tilting his head back, he dashed into the garden to avoid being seen. Once he reached a secluded spot, free from prying eyes, he collapsed onto the ground, and the tears he had been holding back burst forth uncontrollably.


  “Ugh, sob… sniff…”


  He had convinced himself that it was acceptable if his parents didn’t understand, that he could believe in his own choices and move forward. Yet, a childlike part of him still craved recognition and praise. Even a small reprimand could bring him to tears.


  Disgusted by his own weakness, Senon didn’t know how to stop the tears. Huddled in a corner of the garden, he cried silently, feeling utterly pitiable. It was at this moment, while he was sobbing, that he heard a rustling among the leaves. Hastily wiping his tears with the back of his hand and turning sharply, he saw a small child standing with wide eyes. The child’s hair and clothes were covered in leaves, as if she had been running around the garden moments ago.


  Of all people, it was the annoying little girl who had caught him crying. As he looked at her golden-green eyes shining in the sunlight, Senon averted his gaze in silence.


  Though relieved it wasn’t Cesare or his fellow knights who had seen him, he couldn’t help but feel a pang of discomfort. He silently hoped she would say nothing and quickly leave, and continued to stare at the grass.


  Sensing someone approaching, he ignored it until a white handkerchief fluttered down like a butterfly onto his lap.


  That was all. Eileen said nothing, simply placing the handkerchief and then quietly disappearing among the bushes. Senon stared at the handkerchief on his lap.


  The cheap, poorly made handkerchief had frayed edges and no embroidery, resembling more a scrap of cloth than a proper handkerchief. As Senon stared at the old but clean handkerchief, he blew his nose in a fit of childish spite, wiping his tears with it.


  That day, Senon washed the child’s handkerchief and bought a new one. He also purchased a box of cookies, wrapping them up nicely with the handkerchief.


  A few days later, when Eileen visited the Prince’s residence, he handed her the handkerchief and cookies. With a deliberately cold tone, he asked, “Why did you give me the handkerchief?”


  Eileen looked up at Senon with slightly parted lips. Confused, she muttered, “I didn’t know… You’ve always been so kind to me…”


  Kind to you? Senon, who only remembered mocking the little girl, was taken aback. Despite his sarcastic and mocking behavior, Eileen had been oblivious to it.


  Eileen smiled brightly as she hugged the gifts Senon had given her. “So now you like me, don’t you? You’ve given me so many gifts.”


  Her innocent smile radiated pure affection towards Senon. For Eileen, what was most special was not her rare eye color but the genuine goodwill that was hard to find in the palace, high society, or on the battlefield.


  Senon began to understand, if only a little, why Cesare held this child in such high regard. When Eileen was next invited to the Prince’s residence, she sought out Senon first before meeting Cesare.


  As soon as she spotted Senon in the corridor, she beamed and ran toward him with her small feet. Holding something in her hand, Eileen shouted from afar:


  “Sir Senon! This is dried flowers I made… oh!”


  But before Eileen could reach Senon, she stumbled and fell. Senon rushed to help her, but Eileen was already on the verge of tears.


  Around her were scattered pieces of dried flowers, with only a single stem remaining in her small hand. Eileen’s big eyes shifted between the stem and the broken flower fragments, and she soon began to cry uncontrollably out of frustration.


  “I, I tried to repay the gift you gave me… but…”


  Holding only the bare stem, Eileen slapped her cheek in frustration and clung to Senon. As he held the small, sobbing figure in his arms, he couldn’t help but burst into laughter. Despite being there to comfort her, he found himself laughing uncontrollably.


  After laughing for a long time, to the point where tears formed in his own eyes, Senon had to admit that the emotional barrier he had built to keep the child at a distance had completely crumbled.


  From that moment on, he treated Eileen with the utmost respect, using formal language and honoring her as a noble lady. He eagerly anticipated the days she visited the palace, pretending it was no big deal while giving her small gifts.


  Every time he saw Eileen’s smiling face, he felt as if he had the whole world. By the time his heart started racing at her cuteness, he was deeply in love with her.


  Senon became a knight who cherished and esteemed Eileen more than anyone else.


  “It feels like just yesterday when you were crying with only a flower stem in your hand.”


  Senon, lost in memory, glanced at Lotan. Having finished his cigarette and tidied up, Lotan smiled faintly and added, “Now she’s the Grand Duchess, isn’t she?”


  Senon, having finished half of his cigarette, brushed the smoke-stained ash from his clothes and asked, “So, have you figured anything out?”


  “Not a chance.”


  The two knights exchanged bitter smiles. Recent observations of Cesare’s strange behavior had made them acutely aware of the situation’s gravity. Despite their attempts to resolve it, they felt like they were floundering in what seemed to be mere illusions.


  However, they had reached a troubling conclusion about the current situation: it seemed that Cesare was operating with a different set of memories.


  If someone else had acted like Cesare, they might have suspected mental illness. But knowing Cesare so well, the knights were convinced that their judgment was more than mere delusion.


  “It’s definitely related to Lady Eileen.”


  Senon paused, shuddering briefly. The vivid memory of Cesare’s red eyes when he spoke of the execution and the tavern still haunted him, sending chills down his spine whenever he recalled it.


  As they speculated on the reasons behind Cesare’s change, they couldn’t ignore the possibility of supernatural influences like witchcraft. Yet, this seemed far removed from Cesare’s usual demeanor.


  Given that Cesare despised anything unscientific due to his mother’s obsession with occult practices, it was hard to believe he would have dabbled in such trivial superstitions. Unless something significant had happened to dramatically alter his life.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  The aversion to witchcraft was profound. As Senon pondered the subject, he suddenly recalled Cesare’s deceased mother.


  After falling out of favor with the Emperor, she had succumbed to madness, resorting to various forms of witchcraft in a desperate attempt to regain his affection. When all her efforts failed and her irritability grew each day, she began a new romance with a younger lover, a palace knight fifteen years her junior.


  The knight, who admired Cesare, approached the mother with ulterior motives. By becoming her lover, he also gained closer access to Cesare.


  Though the relationship was far from ideal, it was a significant improvement over the previous total lack of contact. The knight’s objective was achieved.


  Deeply infatuated with her new lover, the mother began to neglect Cesare. This shift, though detrimental to their relationship, proved beneficial to Cesare, who occasionally showed interest in the knight as a gesture of goodwill.


  However, tragedy struck when the knight unexpectedly died on the battlefield. The mother, desperate to revive her deceased lover, turned to witchcraft. She engaged in bizarre and esoteric practices, even going so far as to draw Cesare’s blood, claiming it was necessary for her rituals.


  Yet, the dead cannot be brought back to life.


  This is an immutable law, and the mother, who persisted in meaningless acts, ultimately ended her life by su!c!de. The first to discover her choice, unable to overcome her despair, was the twin prince.


  Neither Cesare nor Leon was shocked or saddened by their mother’s death by hanging. It seemed almost like a foregone conclusion, and they accepted it with remarkable composure.


  On the day of the funeral, there was no mourning—only a peculiar sense of relief. Senon himself felt a quiet sense of satisfaction at her passing. The mother had been a significant obstacle to Cesare’s path.


  Revisiting the old memories felt suffocating. As Senon pushed the troubling thoughts out of his mind, a sudden idea took shape.


  It was as if all the scattered clues he had gathered began to align. Senon spoke slowly, “…Want to go for a drink?”


  Lotan readily accepted Senon’s spontaneous suggestion.


  Originally, Senon was supposed to return to the Erzet Grand Mansion to discuss various matters related to M*rpheus with Eileen. However, the meeting with the judges had dragged on due to their obstinacy, making the work take much longer than expected. As a result, Senon had to postpone his visit to the Grand Mansion and plan to go there early the next day.


  To make the most of the unexpected free time, the two knights decided to visit a tavern and invited Diego and Michele to join them.


  Though they sat in a noisy corner of the tavern, the four of them drew attention from everyone. Their well-tailored military uniforms and strikingly tall figures set them apart from the other patrons.


  Undeterred by the stares, the knights ordered a beer each and drank it down.


  “Ah, I feel alive,” Michele chuckled as she lit a cigarette. Diego, rolling up her sleeves to reveal a tattoo on her forearm, glanced at Senon and asked, “Why did you call us?”


  “To talk about my delusions.”


  Michele gave Senon a dismissive thumbs-down and a “boo,” but the other knights, typically jovial, now focused intently on his words. As a trusted lieutenant of Cesare, Senon had successfully devised numerous strategies, and the knights often relied on his expertise for important matters.


  Senon spread out a crumpled piece of paper on the table.


  “Listen up. As I said, this might all be just my delusion.”


  Despite his confident claim of delusion, the knights set aside their usual humor and concentrated on Senon’s words. They held his insights and expertise in high regard.


  “I’ve been thinking about why the Grand Duke has changed.”


  Senon scribbled on the back of a used sheet of paper with his ever-present pencil.


  [Present – ?? – Future]


  He wrote ‘7 years’ under the ‘??’ section.


  “Remember what was said? Seven years.”


  Everyone recalled the phrase Cesare had uttered before beheading King Kalpen.


  “Seven years ago.”


  With the knights nodding in agreement, Senon continued.


  “It seems that the Grand Duke’s memories are different from ours. Since his change, he has exhibited an unnaturally keen sense of things, almost as if he knows the future. Based on his words and actions up to now, this is the impression I’m getting.”


  Senon drew a line backward from the future to the present.


  “It appears that the Grand Duke has returned from the future to the present due to some event. And I believe that event is connected to Lady Eileen.”


  Senon emphasized once more, “It’s all just a delusion,” and then observed the knights’ expressions. There was no sign of disbelief or derision; instead, they all listened with serious, attentive eyes.


  Despite their usual bickering, the knights had unwavering trust in Senon’s insights. Even when he ventured into seemingly absurd territory, their steadfast faith in him momentarily touched Senon.


  “If we entertain this delusion, then perhaps something catastrophic happened to Lady Eileen, causing the Grand Duke to go back in time. Just as a hypothetical…”


  Senon hesitated before cautiously continuing.


  “Maybe… something like a death sentence.”


  A brief silence followed. After surveying the room, Lotan was the first to break it.


  “If that’s the case, how would it be achieved?”


  “To support this delusion, we’d need an extraordinary method. I initially considered sorcery, but given the Grand Duke’s disdain for such things, it seems unlikely…”


  “It could be sorcery.”


  Diego’s immediate response surprised Senon. Seeing the puzzled faces of his comrades, Diego continued, touching his ear where piercing marks were still visible.


  “Perhaps not in the past, but the current Grand Duke seems capable of such things.”


  Even though Cesare had cared for Eileen in the past, his demeanor since the change had become unsettling. His concern for her had transformed from affection to something far more intense and frightening.


  “If, as you suggest, Lady Eileen was subjected to such an event, then the Grand Duke…”


  Diego’s words trailed off, and Lotan quietly finished the thought.


  “He would have turned his life upside down.”


  Even if it meant resorting to the sorcery he despises.


  Silence fell once more. After a while of sipping their drinks in quiet contemplation, Michele abruptly spoke.


  “So what is it that our lord truly wants? The safety of Lady Eileen? That doesn’t seem sufficient.”


  Michele furrowed his brow while holding his beer mug.


  “Revenge, perhaps.”


  Diego nodded in agreement, adding to Michele’s statement.


  “Given the Grand Duke’s temperament, revenge seems like a plausible motive.”


  Lotan, his thick eyebrows furrowed, began to elaborate.


  “Come to think of it, the Grand Duke recently made some strange remarks…”


  “What did he say?” Senon asked.


  “He said that killing everyone was a mistake, that it was too quick, and now it’s hard to find them.”


  Lotan pointed to the ‘future’ section of their makeshift timeline.


  “The spies from the Kalpen Kingdom were trying to have Lady Eileen executed. Lady Eileen died, and the Grand Duke sought revenge by eliminating everyone involved.”


  He spoke these grim words matter-of-factly, then shifted his finger to the ‘present’ section.


  “In the present, he can’t act on all his desires. He can only execute those directly involved. But it seems the Grand Duke…”


  Meeting the gazes of the knights, Lotan quietly concluded.


  “It appears he doesn’t know all the masterminds behind the executions.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The Grand Duke’s laboratory was a place that seemed to bring Eileen’s dreams to life. The confiscated research materials were meticulously organized, and various expensive research tools were arrayed throughout the room. It was indeed a mesmerizing space, but Eileen couldn’t fully enjoy it.


  This was partly due to what she had heard from Senon before being shown the lab. Senon had extolled the virtues of M*rpheus, assuring her that once the research was completed, it would be publicly announced throughout the empire.


  Given the nature of the raw materials, she would inevitably face a trial once the research became public. However, Senon had assured her that he had taken all necessary measures to ensure a favorable outcome, so she need not worry.


  “However, if you are afraid of the trial, you should abandon the M*rpheus research,” Senon had said.


  Faced with the choice of whether to continue or abandon the M*rpheus research, Eileen hesitated for a moment. But, in truth, the decision had already been made from the start.


  “I’ll… give it a try.”


  Eileen resolved.


  Senon had been pleased and supportive of Eileen’s decision, and she had believed it was the right choice, but fear was inevitable.


  She now found herself in a position where she might deliver a fatal blow to the Grand Duke. No matter how hard she tried, the outcome remained uncertain, and anxiety gripped her.


  However, Eileen couldn’t fully indulge in her worries, thanks entirely to the Grand Duke.


  “…”


  Eileen moved her fork and knife slowly, glancing at the Grand Duke seated across from her. For the past several days, she had seen him every day without exception.


  She had encountered the Grand Duke at least once daily, whether during breakfast or late at night in the bedroom. Despite his constant presence, it still felt surreal.


  As she glanced at him, Eileen cut the ends off the roasted asparagus and put it in her mouth. She then closed her eyes tightly, overwhelmed by a peculiar sensation.


  “What happened?”


  The Grand Duke, who had been sipping his tea and reading the newspaper, immediately looked up and asked.


  “Oh, it’s nothing… just…”


  Eileen stammered, offering a vague excuse as she hurriedly focused on her asparagus. But the Grand Duke’s gaze remained fixed on her, and he spoke again.


  “Be honest, Eileen.”


  “…It’s just that… it’s bothering me,” Eileen confessed, her face flushing with embarrassment.


  “Maybe it’s because of the ointment…”


  Since that day, the Grand Duke had examined Eileen’s condition daily. He would part her legs, inspect the area, and apply the ointment without fail.


  Despite his incredibly busy schedule, the Duke meticulously divided his day to attend to these matters. He personally ensured that the ointment was applied, even if it meant waking Eileen from her sleep at dawn.


  Because of this, Eileen had been subjected to an almost nightly torment. The Duke’s fingers, which were supposed to be for healing, made her body repeatedly flush with warmth. Each treatment ended with her desires unresolved at the brink of an ambiguous climax.


  As this continued day after day, Eileen began to experience a subtle, persistent heat in her body, even during the daytime. While she studied the knowledge necessary for her role as Grand Duchess with Sonio and responded to correspondence, her thoughts often drifted to lewd fantasies.


  So, Eileen eagerly awaited her body’s full recovery, longing for the Duke to grant her pleasure and anticipating their next intimate moment. The memory of trembling with fear on their wedding night felt like a distant past.


  ‘I hope the treatment ends soon…’


  Lost in these thoughts on that bright morning, Eileen was jolted back to reality by the Grand Duke’s voice.


  “Today is the seventh day.”


  As he had said, today marked the seventh day since their wedding and was the day Eileen would visit the Imperial Palace to receive the title of Grand Duchess.


  The Grand Duke folded the newspaper in half with his long fingers. Eileen followed the motion with her eyes before finally looking up at him. After placing the newspaper on the table, the Grand Duke asked in a calm, measured tone.


  “Shall we skip the ointment tonight?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen’s lips parted involuntarily. It was the moment she had eagerly awaited for the past week. Before she could speak, her excitement made her nod vigorously and respond quickly.


  “Yes! I think I’m healed now. It doesn’t hurt at all. I’m all better.”


  Her anticipation made her feel a lingering, throbbing heat below. However, Eileen reminded herself that skipping the ointment didn’t necessarily guarantee that her desires would be fulfilled.


  The Grand Duke might choose to skip any further intimacy tonight. He might not come to the bedroom at all.


  ‘He’s so busy… It’s unusual that I’ve seen him every day up to now.’


  He wasn’t a man who would normally be so attentive to just one person. Setting aside the asparagus she was slicing with unnecessary force, Eileen cautiously asked the Grand Duke.


  “Will you be coming home tonight…?”


  Unable to directly voice her desires, she approached the question indirectly. The Grand Duke responded with a soft chuckle.


  “Of course. It’s the day you receive the Erzet title. I wouldn’t miss it.”


  He leaned slightly forward. Though he didn’t move significantly closer, the suddenness of his gesture made her heart skip a beat.


  “Shouldn’t we celebrate together?”


  The dining room was bathed in bright morning sunlight, but in that moment, it felt as if they were alone in the darkness of the night, with the promise of their shared celebration hanging in the air.


  Eileen’s cheeks flushed uncontrollably. She was certain that Grand Duke Cesare could easily read her lewd thoughts. Yet, despite her awareness, she found herself unable to control her body.


  A tingling sensation lingered in the secret place between her legs. After days of rising and falling arousal, her body responded immediately to even the slightest stimulation. The sensation of dampness down below made Eileen hold her breath.


  Grand Duke Cesare’s red eyes tracked every subtle shift in Eileen’s expression. As she managed to part her lips, a soft, tremulous whisper escaped her.


  “Yes…”


  Cesare’s gaze remained fixed on her as a slow, mesmerizing smile curled his lips. The gentle curve of his smile was captivating, and Eileen found herself unable to look away.


  Maintaining eye contact, Cesare spoke, his voice smooth and measured.


  “You used to like sleeping with me.”


  He was referencing a memory from her childhood. After a sudden rainstorm on her arrival at the palace, Eileen had been forced to spend the night in the Prince’s quarters.


  Alone in the vast bedroom, the roaring thunderstorm outside had kept her awake. Overcome with fear, she had clutched her pillow tightly and shivered, eventually seeking comfort in the prince’s room.


  An attendant, encountering her in the hallway, had not dismissed her but instead guided her to the Prince’s bedroom. Unable to express her fear, Eileen had simply trembled as the prince had allowed her to sleep in his bed.


  The Prince himself had not joined her but had sat in a chair beside the bed, engrossed in a book. Eileen had drifted into a restless sleep to the rhythmic sound of pages turning.


  Even though it had happened only once, Grand Duke Cesare spoke as if it were a regular part of her childhood. With an innocent demeanor, he uttered words that carried a charged, suggestive undertone.


  “It seems we can sleep together in bed now.”


  Despite knowing that “sleeping together” now had an entirely different meaning, Cesare deliberately used the ambiguous phrase. Eileen, unable to respond and flushed with embarrassment, watched as he stood from his seat.


  Cesare was scheduled to arrive at the palace before Eileen. She quickly rose to see him off.


  Instead of heading straight for the door, Cesare walked around the table and approached Eileen. He leaned in and kissed her gently on the cheek. When Eileen remained frozen, he took her chin in his hand, lifting her face to meet his gaze.


  He then kissed her on the lips. Eileen let out a soft moan, her body trembling and her eyelashes fluttering with the intensity of the moment.


  What began as a simple greeting quickly evolved into a passionate embrace, as his fingers roamed over Eileen’s body.


  His touch was as bold as if he were exploring his own body. He parted her lips and thrust his tongue deeply inside while caressing her nape with his hand. He then squeezed tightly, turning her head to deepen the kiss. With his other hand, he gripped her waist firmly.


  Eileen clung to his forearm, swept away by the intensity of the kiss.


  “Mm, mm…”


  In the past, an aggressive kiss like this would have frightened her. But now, it only filled her with joy. She awkwardly tried to match his movements, her tongue responding clumsily to his fervent demands.


  As Eileen wiggled her tongue, Cesare responded by brushing his tongue against hers. Her head spun from the rush of blood. Eileen pressed her body against Cesare and looked up at him.


  He narrowed his eyes slightly as he licked the roof of her mouth. His hand, which had been wandering from her neck to near her collarbone, descended. His large hand gripped Eileen’s bre@st.


  A startled Eileen tried to make a sound, but it was muffled by their kissing lips. Cesare, unfazed, watched Eileen’s surprised reactions.


  The rough grip on her bre@st became gentle as his fingers circled around her n!pple. It was only after his touch that Eileen realized her n!pple was standing erect.


  Every time his fingertips brushed against the prominent tip, heat gathered below, causing her body to involuntarily tense. Her unfilled s*x tightened around the empty v@ginal canal. The fluid that began to flow from her v@gina thoroughly soaked her underwear.


  Struggling to suppress the sounds wanting to escape, she ended up making noises like someone in pain. Cesare’s touch made it impossible for Eileen to control her moans.


  ‘This was something I didn’t even know existed before…’


  Eileen thought fleetingly and tightened her legs together. A sensation similar to but different from desire made her s*x tingle. Despite knowing it was shameful, she wanted Cesare’s deeper kisses, and she eagerly drew in his probing tongue.


  When Cesare pinched one of her n!pples softly, Eileen couldn’t hold back and arched her back, letting out a deeply pleasurable moan.


  “Uhh…”


  At that moment, Cesare’s breathing became slightly erratic. His eyes narrowed into a fierce scowl. Cesare reluctantly pulled his lips away and then slowly removed his hand from Eileen’s bre@st.


  “…”


  He scanned Eileen with his bright red eyes. Eileen, completely spent and limp, looked up at him with dazed eyes.


  Her parted lips had her tongue sticking out, but she was barely aware that she hadn’t completely put her tongue back in. She could only think about why he wasn’t continuing after the kiss ended so abruptly.


  Cesare lightly sucked on Eileen’s tongue, which was still half out of her mouth. He then nibbled on her earlobe and explained why.


  “I thought if I continued, I really wouldn’t be able to hold back.”


  Eileen was utterly disoriented, murmuring incoherently.


  “I want to do it now…”


  Her body, overheated and wracked with pain, felt unbearable. She clung to his clothing, gasping for breath, while Cesare gently reassured her.


  “We need to go to the palace, alright?”


  His erection was clearly outlined over his pants. Eileen saw the long, impressive shape extending down to his thighs, and only then did she realize what she was doing. She quickly averted her gaze, her heart pounding erratically.


  “I’ll head to the palace first. Take your time and follow me, Eileen.”


  He carefully removed Eileen’s hand from his grasp and kissed each of her fingertips, tenderly sucking and nibbling on the fourth finger, where her wedding ring was.


  “I’ll be waiting at the palace.”


  With those simple words, Cesare left the dining room. Alone, Eileen remained with her face flushed bright red, slowly sinking into her chair.


  Her breath came in labored gasps, and her thighs were damp with perspiration. The heat under her skin caused sharp, persistent pangs in her lower abdomen. Unconsciously pressing her thighs together to ease the pressure on her genitalia, Eileen gradually regained her composure.


  ‘I’m losing my mind.’


  She slowly relaxed her legs and tried to steady her breathing, waiting for her face to cool. As she did, Eileen’s thoughts turned to the night ahead.


  ‘I can’t wait for the night to come…’


  She longed to be with Cesare in the bedroom as soon as possible.
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  A week had passed since the Grand Duke and Duchess of Erzet’s wedding, yet stories about them continued to dominate the newspapers and magazines.


  Today’s issue featured an in-depth article analyzing the Grand Duchess of Erzet. The piece praised her beauty and described the couple as a perfect match made by the gods. After pages of lavish adulation, the article concluded with a provocative statement:


  […It was truly the day a true lily of Traon was born. We eagerly anticipate the Grand Duchess of Erzet’s reign over the social circles of the capital.]


  Ornella’s hands trembled as she gripped the magazine. After reading the last lines repeatedly, she forced a smile but couldn’t contain her frustration any longer. With a sudden movement, she tossed the magazine aside.


  The memory of the wedding haunted her. Eileen Elrod, who had pretended to be so unsophisticated, had dressed up to upstage her that day. The most painful moment of all was when everyone’s attention shifted to that woman instead of her. It was a memory she couldn’t escape.


  “Calm down.”


  Duke Farbellini, seated opposite Ornella, spoke gently, trying to soothe his daughter. His voice was deliberately kind as he addressed her gasping breaths.


  “Is there really a reason to be upset over something so trivial? This is just the latest sensation. Once the excitement fades, people will return to praising and adoring you.”


  He signaled a servant to retrieve the discarded magazine and, lighting a cigar, added with a hint of indifference,


  “What does it matter to be the Lily of Traon? Your happiness is what matters most to me.”


  Ornella glared at the Duke with bloodshot eyes. Noticing her intense gaze, Duke Farbellini clicked his tongue in frustration. His only daughter, normally gentle in nature, would lose all sense of reason whenever she was enraged, much like her mother.


  This was one of those moments. Without even blinking, Ornella finally spoke.


  “…You wanted this.”


  She began to tremble violently, overcome with rage. Her body shook uncontrollably as she screamed,


  “You wanted me to be a daughter you could be prouder of than a son, the most noble woman in the Empire!”


  The Duke frowned as her voice rang out sharply, almost piercingly. He held the cigar between his lips and furrowed his brow deeply before placing it in the ashtray.


  “Was it just my wish alone? You wanted it too, Ornella.”


  Despite the coldness of his words, Duke Farbellini looked at his unruly daughter with a hint of affection.


  “Calm down. Such a temper…”


  His reprimand, though softened by a father’s gentle affection, was rooted in his own expectations. Duke Farbellini’s notion of her happiness was always confined within the limits he set.


  If Ornella had ever declared a desire to marry a street poet, Duke Farbellini would have been the first to intervene, ensuring that man met an untimely end.


  The hypocrisy of her father’s talk about her happiness made Ornella feel ill. As she steadied her breathing, the anger that had surged moments before began to subside.


  Ornella ran her fingers through her disheveled hair, her frustration palpable. She looked at the Duke and spoke, her voice trembling slightly.


  “…I told you many times that I should marry the Grand Duke of Erzet, not the Emperor.”


  Duke Farbellini sighed and replied,


  “Even as Duke Farbellini, I couldn’t compel the Grand Duke to marry you if he was unwilling. And at that time, he was on the brink of death—how could I have placed you in such a position?”


  In a sudden, defiant move, Ornella snatched the cigar from the ashtray and inhaled deeply. The Duke, observing his daughter’s angry puffing, showed a trace of amusement. Ornella, her face flushed with frustration, exhaled the smoke and retorted,


  “But look at the situation now. I was right, wasn’t I?”


  She was certain that man would rise to the highest position—a conviction she had honed over years of reigning as the queen of the social scene.


  Yet, Ornella had been forced into making a poor decision, and now she was paying the price. Instead of being celebrated as Empress of the nation, the Grand Duchess of Erzet was capturing all the attention.


  Even if she were to become Empress, it would be only in title. The love and admiration of the Empire’s people would clearly belong to the Grand Duchess of Erzet. It was reminiscent of Leon, whose glory was overshadowed by his twin brother.


  Thinking of the pitiable Emperor, Ornella clenched her teeth once more. Duke Farbellini lit a new cigar and spoke.


  “That’s still uncertain. After all, he’s just a Grand Duke, not an Emperor.”


  Repeating his words with a hint of bitter amusement, Ornella let out a soft laugh.


  “A Grand Duke who could become Emperor at any time?”


  “Would your father allow that to happen?”


  The Duke, holding a cutter to the tip of his cigar, spoke with an air of casual indifference.


  “His Majesty isn’t without ambition either, Ornella. I hear the Grand Duchess of Erzet is hosting a tea party? Just do what you always do.”


  With a quick, practiced motion, he sliced through the cigar. The neatly cut tip fell onto the table. Holding the blade like a guillotine, Duke Farbellini smiled at his beloved daughter and added,


  “I’ll handle the cleanup.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  It was Eileen’s first official public appearance as the Grand Duchess of Erzet, and the staff at the Grand Duke’s estate spared no effort in preparing her.


  They presented an array of jewelry and dresses, asking for her preferences. For Eileen, who had only dressed up once before—on her wedding day—these choices were overwhelming.


  Unfamiliar with fashion, she decided to trust the staff’s expertise, allowing them to make the decisions and dress her as they deemed best. The result was nothing short of magnificent.


  The dress, created by the same atelier that designed her wedding gown, was the result of collaboration among three different ateliers.


  Eileen had thought that the praise she received on her wedding day was merely polite flattery, but the atelier owners were genuinely eager for her to showcase their creations.


  The dress, adorned with delicate lace and ribbons, was so luxurious that it nearly intimidated her. The high-quality silk shimmered so brightly that Eileen moved with extreme caution, fearful of damaging the exquisite gown.


  As she carefully descended the stairs, clutching the hem of her dress like a fragile creature, Diego, who was waiting in the hall and chatting with Sonio, widened his eyes in astonishment and applauded.


  “Wow, Lady Eileen! You look like a fairy today!”


  Unaccustomed to receiving such compliments, Eileen awkwardly thanked him.


  “Thank you, Sir Diego.”


  Diego, who had casually delivered the flattering remark, was the assigned escort for the day. Although he was a valuable asset and could have been put to better use, Eileen appreciated the arrangement. Given that this was her first public engagement as the Grand Duchess of Erzet, having Diego by her side was a great comfort in the nerve-wracking situation.


  “You look so beautiful, everyone will be stunned.”


  Diego lavished Eileen with compliments, boosting her confidence, while Sonio attempted to lighten the mood with a gentle joke, despite his evident concern.


  “When you return, you must tell this old man all about your grand adventure.”


  Thanks to their encouragement, Eileen managed a smile. With Sonio seeing her off, she boarded the carriage with Diego, and they set off for the Imperial Palace.


  Unlike her previous visit, where she had used the private passage reserved for royalty, today she had to enter through the official public entrance, as it was a formal occasion.


  As Eileen stepped out of the carriage, guided by Diego, a sea of curious gazes fell upon her. Diego clicked his tongue and muttered under his breath,


  “Goodness, they’ve swarmed like bees.”


  The word “bees” hardly did justice to the sheer number of people gathered. It felt as though there were even more than at the Imperial Palace’s grand balls.


  Eileen, her face pale with anxiety, followed Diego’s lead with unsteady steps. Diego gently adjusted the hem of her dress and whispered reassuringly.


  “They’re all here just to see you, my lady.”


  Nobles who hadn’t been invited to the wedding had come to catch a glimpse of Eileen on her first day at the palace. Eileen could hardly believe that so many had gathered simply to see her.


  Fortunately, perhaps due to Diego’s presence, no one dared to approach too closely. As they made their way through the throng, Eileen suddenly found herself face-to-face with someone she had hoped to avoid.


  “Eileen!”


  A woman with flowing platinum-blonde hair hurried over, her voice bright and cheerful. The woman who called Eileen’s name with such familiarity and flashed a wide smile was none other than Ornella. As she drew near, Ornella suddenly embraced Eileen.


  “I’ve missed you. How have you been?”


  To any onlookers, it would have appeared to be a heartwarming reunion between old friends. Eileen stood there, momentarily stunned by the unexpected display of affection, as Ornella continued with her warm tone.


  “This is my father.”


  Ornella smiled as she lightly placed her hand on the arm of the middle-aged man standing beside her. The man, whose green eyes bore a striking resemblance to Ornella’s but were slightly darker, greeted Eileen with a polite, faint smile.


  “It’s an honor to meet you. I am Duke Farbellini, Assef von Farbellini. I saw you from afar at the wedding, but this is our first time meeting up close.”


  “It’s I who should be thankful for your greeting, Your Grace,” Eileen replied, her voice tinged with awkwardness. The Duke smiled, but his gaze lingered on her with a cold, scrutinizing air. A shiver ran down Eileen’s spine as she instinctively braced herself, forcing her feet to stay firmly planted.


  At that moment, Ornella’s eyes widened with feigned surprise.


  “Oh my, come to think of it, hasn’t Baron Elrod arrived yet?” she asked, leaning playfully against her father with a teasing tone.


  “Surely, he’ll be here on such a joyous day?”


  Eileen realized what Ornella was subtly flaunting—something Eileen could never have.


  As Eileen struggled to find a response, Diego, who had been standing quietly behind her, gently tugged at her dress and directed her attention elsewhere. Following his gaze, Eileen saw a man moving through the now-quieted crowd.


  It was Cesare, coming to greet his wife upon her arrival.


  But Cesare wasn’t alone. Beside him was Baron Elrod, Eileen’s father, his face pale and glistening with cold sweat.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Baron Elrod had recently been quite content.


  Although his household had fallen into disarray and financial ruin, leading to many days of misery, he was unexpectedly buoyed by the remarkable rise of his daughter to the position of Grand Duchess. It was like a windfall from the heavens. Baron Elrod was thrilled at the prospect of leveraging his daughter’s new title to his advantage, eagerly anticipating the benefits it would bring.


  However, as the father of the Grand Duchess, he knew he needed to maintain a certain level of dignity. Thus, he resolved to acquire wealth more subtly than before. Even before the wedding, visitors had started arriving—bringing drinks and showering him with flattery.


  He envisioned a future where he would no longer need to exert any effort; others would eagerly provide him with riches. All he had to do was enjoy himself, or so he thought.


  But Baron Elrod’s rosy future began to crumble the very next day after the wedding.


  Early in the morning, a harsh knock on the door startled him. When he opened it, he found a large man standing on his doorstep. Baron Elrod’s eyes widened in fear as he looked up at the man. With half his face marred by burn scars, the visitor was someone Baron Elrod recognized all too well.


  “Sir, Sir Lotan…?”


  “Good morning, Baron.”


  Baron Elrod instinctively recoiled, feeling his knees weaken. The man was one of the Grand Duke Erzhet’s personal guards.


  The Grand Duke’s four chosen and meticulously trained personal guards were utterly loyal to him. Their devotion was so complete that they would follow any order, even if it meant their own death.


  As expected from those hardened by the battlefield, the personal guards were all known for their ruthless nature. They had once forced Baron Elrod to sit in the torture chamber and watch someone being sliced alive right before his eyes.


  Baron Elrod, imprisoned in the torture chamber, was compelled to endure the horrific scene for hours. Eventually, he was even forced into the chair where the victim had been bound. Just recalling that day filled him with such terror that his vision seemed to darken.


  He remembered the hot, sticky blood on his palms, buttocks, and back, and the overpowering stench of blood that seared into his lungs.


  As these memories resurfaced involuntarily, Baron Elrod forced a pale, strained smile.


  “What brings you here…?”


  There seemed no reason for one of the Grand Duke’s knights to visit a house where Eileen no longer lived. The unexpected visit filled Baron Elrod with dread, and unfortunately, his fear was well-founded.


  “You must come with me.”


  Lotan grabbed Baron Elrod by the arm and pulled him out of the house without a word. The Baron was then thrown into a military vehicle, with no explanation given about their destination. Though it was effectively a kidnapping, Baron Elrod could only tremble silently throughout the journey.


  They arrived at a ranch about an hour’s drive from the capital. This tranquil ranch, managed by an elderly couple and their son, was surrounded by open plains.


  “You will be staying here from now on,” Lotan said.


  The small house attached to the ranch was to become Baron Elrod’s new home.


  Baron Elrod froze, his eyes wide with the terror of a death sentence. He wanted to protest, but he was too frightened of Lotan to utter a word.


  Lotan glanced down at him and issued a clear warning.


  “Don’t try anything foolish.”


  From that day on, Baron Elrod was forced to work at the ranch. As he moved hay and milked cows, he struggled to accept the harsh reality of his new life as a mere laborer. He couldn’t reconcile his fall from grace with his previous life of luxury.


  Unable to bear the thought of remaining in a place devoid of alcohol, women, and gambling, Baron Elrod desperately searched for an escape route. However, the elderly couple and their son kept a vigilant watch over him, and soldiers patrolled the ranch’s perimeter, making escape impossible.


  Then, one day, as he was toiling under the sun, he was abruptly whisked away in a military vehicle, just as suddenly as he had arrived.


  Shivering with fear and anticipating execution, Baron Elrod’s eyes widened in recognition as the familiar sights of the capital came into view.


  Once back in the capital, he was given the chance to bathe and don new, respectable clothes. Though he savored the return to his noble appearance, he was equally anxious, unsure of what was happening.


  “How have you been?” Grand Duke Erzhet greeted him.


  “Y-Your Grace, the Grand Duke,” Baron Elrod stammered.


  Baron Elrod broke into a cold sweat as he bowed deeply. Clad in his imperial army uniform, Grand Duke Erzhet remained as stunning as ever, his beauty almost eerie.


  The Grand Duke’s blood-red eyes swept over the baron, who had been meticulously groomed for this occasion. The weight of that crimson gaze made Baron Elrod’s knees nearly buckle.


  With a smirk, Grand Duke Erzhet observed the baron’s pitiable trembling. He made no attempt to explain the abrupt banishment to the ranch or the conditions of the baron’s release. Instead, he made the baron’s purpose clear.


  “Today is the day Eileen takes on the name of Erzhet.”


  “Ah! Has it already been that long…?”


  Though Baron Elrod knew it had been seven days since the wedding, he had completely forgotten that today was the day Eileen would formally adopt her husband’s name. In fact, he had been so consumed with devising an escape plan from the ranch that he hadn’t thought about anything else.


  “It’s a joyous occasion, so her father should naturally be present to congratulate her.”


  Baron Elrod nodded vigorously, his hands trembling as he followed the Grand Duke. Before he knew it, they had arrived at the Imperial Palace.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Meeting her father in the Imperial Palace felt surreal to Eileen.


  She had been planning to visit him herself to issue another stern warning, but she never anticipated that he would appear on his own accord.


  The Grand Duke must have brought him…


  Eileen glanced at Baron Elrod, who looked as though he might collapse at any moment, before subtly shifting her gaze. Their eyes met, and a faint smile flickered in Cesare’s eyes. With his long legs swiftly covering the distance, he reached Eileen in just a few strides.


  Cesare first pulled Eileen into his embrace, wrapping his arms around her waist. Without hesitation, he lowered his head and kissed her cheek.


  A restrained gasp rippled through the crowd that had gathered, their attention riveted by Cesare’s open display of affection.


  Despite the intense scrutiny, Cesare, accustomed to being the center of attention, paid no heed to the onlookers. He smiled warmly as he gazed down at Eileen.


  “My wife has finally arrived.”


  Eileen was momentarily taken aback by the embrace and kiss but quickly allowed a soft smile to form on her lips.


  In his arms, everything felt right. The anxiety and unease that had plagued her seemed to melt away. All that mattered was Cesare’s presence.


  Though she longed to stay in his embrace, she reluctantly pulled away. Pretending to adjust her hair, she discreetly tried to hide the faint flush on her ears.


  “Thank you for coming to get me,” she said, turning first to Cesare and then to her father. Baron Elrod looked at Eileen with a mixture of surprise and disbelief, as though he were struggling to recognize his daughter.


  Given that he had only ever seen her with messy bangs and glasses, her polished appearance must have seemed unfamiliar. Eileen thanked her father for coming, even though she had not expected his presence. She maintained a calm demeanor, as if his arrival had been part of the plan all along.


  Seeing this, a glimmer of amusement flashed in Cesare’s eyes, a smile that clearly indicated he found something amusing.


  Is my act really that unconvincing?


  Eileen had tried her best, but it seemed her performance hadn’t been entirely convincing. As she glanced nervously at Cesare, he gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, silently acknowledging her effort.


  Finally, Cesare turned his attention to Duke Farbellini and Ornella, who had been overlooked until now.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Cesare paused, silently observing Duke Farbellini and Ornella. His height naturally gave him a commanding presence, making him appear to look down on them.


  The Imperial Palace was abuzz with nobles from across the capital, gathered to see the Grand Duchess Erzhet. As Cesare watched them quietly amidst the crowd, Duke Farbellini, unable to withstand the silence any longer, was the first to speak.


  “Your Grace, Grand Duke Erzhet.” 


  The Farbellini family had long been esteemed as a leading political force in the Traon Empire. As a seasoned politician, Duke Farbellini concealed his emotions behind a courteous smile.


  “Congratulations. The seventh day has finally arrived.”


  The Duke’s intent was clear: to exchange formal pleasantries and then withdraw gracefully, avoiding any further entanglement now that Cesare had arrived.


  However, Cesare had no intention of letting the Duke leave so easily. He stepped forward, bringing Baron Elrod, who had been trembling behind him, into the spotlight.


  Eileen, who had been trying hard to maintain her composure, flinched involuntarily. Duke Farbellini and Ornella also showed momentary surprise, their gazes faltering.


  It was almost unheard of for a mere baron to be introduced into a conversation involving a duke, his daughter, and a grand duke.


  “Please, exchange greetings,” Cesare said with a twisted smile. Duke Farbellini, though clearly taken aback, masked his discomfort and extended his hand to Baron Elrod for a handshake.


  Under normal circumstances, Baron Elrod wouldn’t have had the opportunity to even meet someone of the Duke’s status. Now, they stood facing each other, shaking hands as if they were equals. This was a considerable blow to Duke Farbellini, who had lived his entire life with a sense of noble superiority.


  Since Baron Elrod was the father of Grand Duchess Erzhet and Cesare had personally suggested the introduction, refusing to shake hands would have been awkward. Thus, Duke Farbellini reluctantly complied.


  Eileen watched nervously as Duke Farbellini’s gaze remained cold while he shook hands with her father. Despite his apparent distress, Baron Elrod managed to complete the handshake.


  Ornella appeared ready to speak but was restrained by Duke Farbellini, who placed a hand on her arm. With a faint smile, he addressed Cesare.


  “I didn’t realize how much Your Grace cherishes your wife.”


  Cesare responded to the pointed remark with casual indifference.


  “They say a man might sell his country when he’s madly in love.”


  The crowd gasped sharply. Such an audacious statement from a noble was both shocking and, in its intensity, surprisingly romantic.


  Cesare, the only one in uniform among the formally attired gentlemen, appeared even more striking. His open declaration of love was met with blushes and small gasps from the ladies and noblewomen present.


  Those enthralled by gossip and romantic novels seemed to revel in the dramatic scene unfolding before them. Duke Farbellini, cast in the role of the villain, stiffened under Cesare’s gaze.


  Cesare looked down at the Duke with evident pleasure and continued.


  “Recently, there have been rumors in the capital that I’ve gone mad. It seems you’ve been slow to catch wind of them, Duke.”


  “…Your Grace, Grand Duke Erzhet, why would you say such a thing?”


  “It’s true, so don’t worry about it.”


  Cesare’s admission of madness left Duke Farbellini with no retort. As the Duke hesitated, Cesare made a slight, deliberate bow.


  The sudden closeness caused Duke Farbellini to instinctively recoil. Though it was a reflex, the retreat was humiliating and left him trembling, his eyes betraying his discomfort.


  Cesare’s expression remained impassive as he fixed his gaze on the Duke. Eileen felt as though she were being reprimanded and held her breath.


  Cesare’s vivid red eyes seemed to threaten anyone who met his gaze. It was well-known that his intense stare was not merely a dramatic effect but a genuine source of discomfort for most people, who struggled to maintain eye contact.


  Though Duke Farbellini managed to keep his composure, the tremor in his fingertips was evident. After a moment of intense staring, Cesare finally spoke.


  “Thank you for your congratulations, Duke.”


  He offered a crooked smile, as though mocking the tense Duke, before concluding the brief encounter.


  “I trust you will continue to bless our marriage in the future.”


  It was a veiled threat. Before Duke Farbellini could respond, Cesare turned and walked away.


  As Eileen followed Cesare, she glanced back and saw the Duke and Ornella glaring at them with evident fury, while Diego awkwardly attended to her bewildered father, who trailed behind.


  Satisfied that her father was alright, Eileen’s attention returned to Ornella.


  “Eileen!”


  Ornella called out Eileen’s name with a clear, ringing voice. Smiling brightly as if playfully teasing a friend, she spoke as if the earlier glare had never happened.


  “I’m looking forward to the tea party invitation!”


  Even Eileen, who often missed subtle cues, understood the implication. Mentioning the tea party in front of everyone was a deliberate move to make it impossible for Eileen to back out, drawing her into Ornella’s social circle.


  However, Ornella was unaware that Eileen had already included her name on the guest list for the tea party.


  Cesare paused for a moment, and Eileen took a discreet breath. Matching Ornella’s bright smile, she responded warmly.


  “Of course. I’ve already prepared the invitation.”


  Just as Ornella had addressed her without honorifics, Eileen did the same.


  “Please make sure to come, Ornella.”


  Ornella’s eyes widened slightly in surprise at being addressed so familiarly, but she quickly softened into a sweet, sherbet-like smile and replied.


  “I will be waiting.”


  Eileen turned away quickly, gripping Cesare’s hand tightly. Her response had been a calculated effort, and she lacked the confidence to continue the conversation.


  Cesare chuckled softly and resumed walking with Eileen, whispering as he did.


  “Shall we go somewhere less crowded?”


  Her heart pounded from the confrontation with Ornella. Eileen pressed a hand to her chest and quickly nodded in agreement.


  “Yes…!”


  The journey to a quieter spot proved challenging, with people continuously approaching them. Some couldn’t be ignored, so Eileen and Cesare had to exchange pleasantries and engage in brief conversations.


  Eileen felt genuine relief when they encountered Count Domenico. He had spotted her from afar and hurried over, nearly tripping in his eagerness.


  His warm and enthusiastic reception was so endearing that, despite herself, Eileen couldn’t help but think of him as a large, affectionate dog.


  The encounter with someone so friendly put Eileen at ease, allowing her to engage with others more comfortably.


  Finally, they reached a secluded area in the garden, where Cesare positioned Eileen under a large flowering tree.


  “Wait here for a moment.”


  Cesare then nodded to Diego, who promptly brought her father to stand beside her before returning to Cesare’s side.


  Cesare stood at a respectful distance, ensuring that Eileen and her father were within view but out of earshot, and began conversing with Diego.


  Eileen turned awkwardly to her father. It had been a week since she had last seen him, right after the wedding. Although the time apart wasn’t long, it felt as if several months had passed.


  “Father, have you been well…?”


  Before Eileen could finish her sentence, her father leaned in, whispering urgently.


  “Help me, Eileen.”


  Eileen blinked, startled by the unexpected plea. Her father, wiping cold sweat from his brow with a handkerchief, stared at her with wide, distressed eyes.


  “Did you send me to the ranch?”


  “The ranch?”


  “Yes! I’m at a ranch right now, milking cows!”


  “Cows…?”


  Eileen struggled to grasp what her father was saying. The image of him, accustomed to a life of indulgence in alcohol and gambling, now milking cows on a ranch was completely incongruous.


  Just as she was about to press for more details, her father fell silent, his shock evident.


  Diego was watching them intently. He had removed his uniform jacket, draping it over his shoulder and revealing tattooed forearms beneath his rolled-up shirt sleeves. When their eyes met, Diego offered Eileen a silent, enigmatic smile.
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  Diego’s tattoos, previously concealed beneath his uniform, were boldly visible in the bright sunlight, making a striking impression. His imposing stature, combined with the tattoos, lent an additional layer of intimidation to his presence. Anyone unfamiliar with him might instinctively turn away if they encountered him on the street.


  However, it wasn’t just Diego; all of Cesare’s knights exuded an air of unapproachability. Having spent their lives as soldiers, they were formidable figures not easily dealt with by ordinary people.


  Eileen might have been frightened, too, if she hadn’t known them since childhood. Her familiarity with them made her understand the kindness beneath their tough exteriors.


  She smiled back at Diego, who playfully winked at her.


  Unable to resist his gesture, Eileen let out a soft laugh. Diego, who had been beaming with pride, quickly resumed a more serious demeanor. Cesare, observing their interaction, allowed a small smile before returning to his conversation with Diego.


  Turning her attention back to her father, Eileen noticed his expression had grown even more somber. He silently wiped the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. Eileen hesitated before speaking.


  “Are you working at the ranch?”


  Unlike before, when he had been brusque, her father remained silent. When he didn’t respond, she pressed further.


  “How did you end up there? Did someone introduce you to the job?”


  Once again, there was no reply. While her concern for her father should have been her primary focus, another worry began to surface.


  ‘So, is the house empty now?’


  Without someone to manage it, the house would quickly fall into disrepair. Eileen’s thoughts immediately turned to the orange trees in the garden—rare and precious, a gift from Cesare. She knew that when she returned to the Grand Duke’s residence after leaving the palace today, she would need to ask Sonio to find a caretaker for the property as soon as possible.


  Her concern for the house shifted back to her father, who had yet to answer her questions. Eileen decided to offer a simple, comforting gesture.


  “I’m glad to see you’re looking well.”


  “…Hmph.”


  Her father scoffed at her words. Eileen couldn’t understand why he was mocking her, especially since he indeed appeared healthier. Perhaps it was due to his change in habits; he no longer spent his days in bed or drinking excessively. His once ruddy face now had a healthier complexion, the dark shadows under his eyes had faded, and his gaze was sharper.


  ‘Maybe working at the ranch wouldn’t be so bad…’


  She kept this thought to herself, knowing it would only anger her father further. As she prepared to speak again, her father suddenly muttered something.


  “You have no idea, do you?”


  He wasn’t looking at her but at Cesare as he spoke.


  “It’s always been like this. They’ve kept you in a flower garden, ensuring you knew nothing of the real world.”


  He continued to stare intently at Cesare, even under the midday sun, before slowly shifting his gaze back to Eileen. With an expression and tone of frustration, he added,


  “Your mother was the same. Why were you both so obsessed—no, infatuated—with such a man?”


  He looked at Eileen as though she were the most unfortunate person in the world. As his words trailed off, he clicked his tongue and added an unexpected remark.


  “Working at the ranch is better than dying.”


  Then he fell silent again. Eileen considered reprimanding her father for using the Grand Duchess’s name to his advantage but decided against it. Any attempt to reason with him would likely result in further disdain.


  Eileen kept her gaze fixed on her feet while her father intermittently let out bitter laughs. The silence stretched on, and it seemed Cesare and Diego’s conversation was nearing its end.


  Diego’s frown suggested their discussion hadn’t gone well. Frustration evident, he ran a rough hand through his hair. But as soon as he sensed Eileen’s gaze, he quickly forced a smile.


  Watching Diego’s smile, Eileen felt her father’s words pierce her heart.


  “It’s always been like that. They’ve kept you in a flower garden, ensuring you knew nothing.”


  Cesare, Diego, the other knights, even Sonio—they all kept things from Eileen. But she understood that there was always a reason behind it. Everything was done for her sake.


  Eileen glanced at the wedding ring on her finger, a tangible symbol of the dreams she had as a child. Yet, it often felt oddly foreign.


  Despite Cesare’s desire for her to remain uninformed, Eileen sensed he was waiting for the day when she would uncover the truth.


  She noticed the flower petals scattered at her feet, fallen from a nearby tree. Gently, she nudged one with her shoe.


  It had always been this way. Whenever she spent time alone in the palace, Cesare would bring her to the garden. There, she would pass the hours happily, admiring the plants, completely unaware that she was waiting for him.


  From the moment Cesare discovered Eileen’s love for plants, he never forgot it. He remembered details she herself had long since forgotten, ensuring that all her needs—whether she was aware of them or not—were met.


  Eileen had grown accustomed to Cesare’s attentiveness since childhood. She no longer found anything strange about it, though she understood that others might view their relationship as unusual.


  Even now, though she didn’t fully grasp the entire situation, she accepted it, believing it was all for her benefit.


  An ordinary person might have sensed something was amiss the moment they noticed an anomaly in the wedding ring or anything else.


  But Eileen couldn’t bring herself to doubt Cesare. Raised within his protective embrace, she had never learned to question or be wary of him. Her entire world had been shaped by his care, leaving her uncertain of how to exist outside his protective walls.


  As Eileen’s thoughts drifted, Cesare and Diego’s conversation drew to a close. Sensing their approach, Eileen pushed aside her complicated thoughts. Diego offered her a respectful salute and spoke.


  “I’ll escort the Baron back, my lady.”


  “Sir Diego.”


  Without thinking, Eileen called out to him. Diego paused, curious about what she had to say, but Eileen herself was unsure.


  “…Be careful on your way back. Thank you for today.”


  In the end, Eileen could only offer a polite farewell. Diego smiled, perhaps finding her words somewhat lacking, but he saluted again before turning away. Her father, with an expression as though he were being led to his doom, followed Diego reluctantly.


  Left alone with Cesare, Eileen hesitated before asking,


  “Did you send my father to the ranch?”


  Her father wouldn’t have gone to the ranch of his own accord; someone must have forced him there. And there was only one person who could have done that.


  Cesare confirmed it readily.


  “Should I bring him back?”


  She should have immediately demanded that Cesare release her father, but the words caught in her throat.


  After all, the only reason Cesare had bothered with a baron of such low status was because he was Eileen’s father.


  It was easy to understand why Cesare had sent him to the ranch—to prevent him from exploiting the Grand Duchess’s name for his own gain.


  ‘Maybe he should stay there a little longer… Perhaps it might even help him quit drinking.’


  Though it was a thought she quickly dismissed, Cesare seemed to voice it for her.


  “It appears the Baron has adapted quite well to pastoral life. The cattle have even grown fond of him.”


  Cesare’s words, though spoken with a veneer of logic, seemed almost absurd—implying that she shouldn’t deny the cattle their new companion.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 75


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen, keeping a wary eye on him, timidly countered,


  “How can a deer and a person become friends?”


  At this perfectly rational objection, Cesare chuckled softly and continued in a leisurely manner as he led Eileen along.


  “Perhaps they can. The Baron might just prove it this time.”


  Their walk continued with light conversation, and naturally, the topic of her father faded into the background.


  Eileen mentioned that she needed someone to manage the brick house. Cesare readily agreed to find a caretaker and added,


  “I’ll stop by on my way back this evening.”


  Normally, she would have been pleased with this offer and would have taken the opportunity to retrieve some items she had left at the brick house. However, Eileen remained tight-lipped.


  Seeing her lack of response, Cesare paused and looked directly at her, his gaze clearly demanding an explanation.


  “…Today,” she finally managed to say, struggling to find the right words.


  “Could we possibly go another day?”


  Cesare mischievously narrowed his eyes and asked,


  “Why?”


  He was fully aware of the reason, having caused Eileen so much trouble since the morning. Eileen, blushing, tried to explain.


  “Because… I want to go to bed early. I’m a bit tired. If it’s alright with you, Cesare. The brick house won’t run away; we can go there slowly…”


  “You don’t have to sleep only in the Grand Duke’s bedroom.”


  Eileen immediately understood his implication. Flustered, she looked up at Cesare with wide, trembling eyes before dropping her gaze. Her flushed ears were visible, but she made no move to cover them, too embarrassed to even pretend to adjust her hair.


  “Then I’ll sleep at the brick house…”


  Cesare took her hand with a smile and quickened his pace. Eileen, her face still red, followed him.


  Soon, they arrived at the emperor’s residence. The thought of meeting His Majesty made her previously relaxed nerves tense again.


  Entering the residence, Eileen made her way to the formal audience room, unlike before. There, Leon was already waiting for the Duke and Duchess of Erzet.


  “At last, the protagonist has arrived,” Leon greeted them with a smile. Cesare briefly acknowledged him as he glanced at the tea and snacks on the table.


  “You’re a bit late.”


  “Of course, you were bound to be. I thought you wouldn’t arrive until sunset. Did they let you go easily?”


  “Not really. I just came through a less crowded area.”


  Leon chuckled heartily at Cesare’s nonchalant reply. After a moment, he turned his broad smile toward Eileen.


  While Cesare took Leon’s friendly demeanor in stride, Eileen could not. Like a malfunctioning automaton, she clumsily greeted Leon.


  “Your Majesty.”


  Leon’s smile widened at Eileen’s respectful greeting, and he offered generous praise.


  “Now that you’ve cut your hair and removed your glasses, you truly look more like a Grand Duchess. You should have done this sooner.”


  Cesare’s brows slightly furrowed at the remark. Eileen, unsure how to respond, managed a small thank you and a bow. She always felt awkward receiving compliments about her appearance.


  “Ever since the wedding, the noble class has been abuzz about you. All the newspapers and magazines in Traon, even the yellow press, are full of praise for the Grand Duchess’s beauty.”


  Leon had attended the wedding, but Eileen couldn’t actually remember him. In fact, she had forgotten all the attendees from that day. Her nerves had made her forget everything except how handsome Cesare looked in his uniform.


  “Brother.”


  Leon seemed eager to continue chatting with Eileen, but Cesare abruptly interrupted. Realizing this, Leon nodded and summoned a servant. The servant arrived with documents on a golden tray.


  Leon took the documents and placed them before Eileen. It was a marriage certificate, confirming her new title as Duchess of Erzet and her adoption of the Erzet family name, certified by the Emperor of Traon.


  Eileen’s hand trembled slightly as she held the fountain pen. Taking a deep breath, she pressed her lips together and signed her name at the bottom of the document. The sharp nib of the pen made a soft scratch against the paper.


  [Eileen Elrod Carl Erzet]


  After setting down the fountain pen, Eileen studied her signature with a sense of unfamiliarity. The name “Carl Erzet” felt awkward attached to her own. She had once admired how impressive it sounded with Cesare’s name, but now, with her own round-sounding name, it seemed misplaced.


  ‘But it can’t be helped.’


  Regardless of how mismatched it felt, Eileen was now officially the Duchess of Erzet. Even high-ranking figures like Duke Parbellini and Emperor Leon of the Traon Empire could not dispute her new status.


  There was only one person who might question it: Cesare.


  ‘But if I work hard, it will be fine.’


  If she put in the effort, she could remain by his side as the Duchess. Eileen mentally resolved to herself as she reaffirmed her determination. While she was deep in thought, Leon nodded to Cesare, who was reviewing the documents.


  “Are you leaving right away?”


  “Yes.”


  “How about playing a piece on the piano before you go?”


  The mention of the piano made Eileen’s eyes widen. It had been a long time since she had heard him play.


  Cesare had played the piano during her dance lessons, but she hadn’t heard him since. Even during her stay at the Grand Duke’s residence, the piano had been silent.


  Eileen stole a glance at Cesare, trying to hide her curiosity. She looked as if it were just a chance observation, though her eagerness was unmistakable.


  But Cesare, as always, seemed to read her thoughts effortlessly. When he turned his gaze toward her, Eileen found herself staring directly into his red eyes. Her unspoken thoughts were laid bare in that instant.


  “Piano…”


  Once the word slipped out, there was no taking it back. Unable to continue her sentence, Eileen felt a pang of embarrassment. Cesare set the documents aside and replied with a light tone.


  “If the lady wishes.”


  Leon looked slightly surprised at Cesare’s easy acquiescence but couldn’t help raising his eyebrows and smiling.


  “Thanks to the Grand Duchess, we’ll get to hear a rare performance.”


  The palace had a room dedicated to a grand piano, a magnificent black instrument positioned by large windows that let in bright sunlight. The piano, bathed in the natural light, was a stunning sight.


  Cesare adjusted the bench to his height and tapped the keys a few times to check the sound. As he did so, he glanced over at Eileen.


  Lost in admiration, Eileen finally came back to her senses. His gaze seemed to ask if she had a particular piece in mind. However, Eileen, who had been more focused on practical matters than cultural refinement, didn’t have much experience with piano music. The only piece she was familiar with was the practice piece from her dance lessons.


  Leon, standing beside her, came to her aid.


  “I enjoyed the piece you played before. How about that one?”


  Eileen was intrigued by the piece and shot a hopeful glance at Cesare, but he did not immediately begin to play.


  Then, unexpectedly, he started. The first piece was familiar—one he had played during her dance lessons. After finishing it, Cesare moved on to the piece Leon had requested.


  The new piece was unlike anything Eileen had heard before. It began with a light, airy melody but quickly evolved into something faster and more intricate. Cesare’s long fingers moved expertly over the keys, his delicate touch and fluid movements a striking contrast to the image of him wielding guns and swords.


  Eileen watched him, mesmerized by the performance. She was completely absorbed in the beauty of Cesare’s playing.


  “You know, Cesare was never bad at anything from a young age. I didn’t realize he could play the piano so well.”


  Startled, Eileen turned her head to the source of the soft voice filtering through the music. Leon, with his blue eyes that were so different from Cesare’s, was looking at her with a warm smile.


  “He really is a perfect younger brother, isn’t he?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 76


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen slowly blinked her eyes open and closed, her gaze drifting. Leon, seemingly unperturbed by her distraction, redirected his focus to Cesare and continued speaking.


  



  “I was envious in my youth. But as I grew older, I realized that even that was futile. Humans can never truly emulate the gods, can they?”


  



  Leon’s smile was warm and proud, reflecting his admiration for his twin brother.


  



  “I’m proud that Cesare is my brother.”


  



  His whispered words faded into the piano’s melody. Eileen, struggling to tear her attention away from Leon, shifted her focus back to Cesare. However, her concentration on the performance faltered as she recognized something profoundly familiar in Leon.


  



  His eyes mirrored those of her deceased mother, who had worshipped Cesare as though he were a deity. The Empire, too, venerated Cesare as the God of War. Eileen herself had always regarded him with near-divine reverence.


  



  Yet, despite this, Cesare was ultimately just a man—not a god.


  



  A sudden, inexplicable shiver ran down Eileen’s spine. As she instinctively clutched her dress, the music came to an abrupt halt. Cesare had stopped playing before finishing the piece, his intense red eyes locked onto Eileen.


  



  Caught off guard despite having requested the performance, Eileen flinched as though she were a student caught daydreaming.


  



  Without a word, Cesare closed the piano lid and stood up. Leon, though applauding, wore a clear expression of disappointment.


  



  “Why didn’t you finish?”


  



  Cesare, now standing before Leon and Eileen, responded with an indifferent tone.


  



  “I have urgent business.”


  



  The only remaining item on his schedule was returning home. Eileen, understanding the implications of Cesare’s words, made a conscious effort to mask any signs of discomfort—no blushing or flinching.


  



  As she struggled to maintain her composure, Cesare observed her with a faint smile before turning his attention to Leon. Their eyes met, and Leon returned the smile. Cesare’s smile widened, but for some reason, he remained silent.


  



  The brothers shared a moment of wordless communication. Their gaze lingered, and just as a hint of discomfort began to surface, Cesare’s lips broke into a broader smile.


  



  “Brother,” he said, looking into Leon’s blue eyes, “next time, you’ll play for me.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Eileen gripped the envelope tightly as she climbed into the car. Throughout the ride from the palace, Cesare remained silent, only holding her hand and lightly playing with her fingers.


  



  Eileen sat quietly, maintaining her hold on his hand. Then, as if struck by a sudden impulse, she spoke.


  



  “His Majesty…”


  



  Though she had started speaking impulsively, she hesitated and chose her words with care.


  



  “He is very proud of you.”


  



  Cesare had always known this, as countless admirers revered him like a star. However, Eileen struggled to express that Leon’s admiration for him reminded her of her deceased mother’s devotion. In reality, Cesare, being Leon’s twin, likely understood this better than she did.


  



  “Leon is especially like that.”


  



  Cesare, who had answered briefly, glanced at Eileen for a moment before turning his attention outside.


  



  “You can see the orange trees,” he remarked.


  



  Indeed, the distant brick house and garden were visible, with the orange trees clearly in view. Eileen pressed her face against the car window, peering at the trees.


  



  Fortunately, she spotted unripe oranges still hanging on the branches. Eileen, who had been anxiously worried about potential theft or damage, felt a wave of relief.


  



  After all, who would dare invade the residence of the Grand Duchess of Erzet? Cesare had even publicly executed orange thieves before. The people of the Empire knew the Duke of Erzette was not to be trifled with. Though he was hailed as a hero, his reputation for cruelty ensured that no one would cross him lightly—even if they were of his own blood.


  



  Eileen pushed aside these grim thoughts and focused on more immediate concerns.


  



  ‘What should we do for dinner?’


  



  With nothing left at home, Eileen was concerned about how to ensure Cesare had a meal. She couldn’t allow him to go hungry.


  



  When they entered the house, Eileen was pleasantly surprised to find a warm dinner already prepared on the dining table. The food was steaming, perfectly timed for their arrival.


  



  “Whatever shall we do without sandwiches today?” Cesare teased Eileen with a playful tone, removing his uniform jacket and draping it over a nearby chair. His movements were smooth and natural, as if he had lived in the brick house for years, despite having visited only a few times.


  



  This was the second time they were having a meal together in the brick house. As always, Eileen felt a profound warmth from these simple moments spent with him. It was as if she were living out a dream of newlywed life, lost in a fantasy she had always longed for. Trying to stay grounded, Eileen sat across from him and offered,


  



  “If you want, I can go buy the ingredients and make something for you…”


  



  Fortunately, Cesare only smiled and didn’t press her to cook. After their meal, Eileen was surprised when Cesare took on the task of cleaning up.


  



  Eileen, still dressed in her evening attire and finding it uncomfortable to move, stood aside. Cesare, adeptly moving the plates to the kitchen and tidying up, left her feeling unsure of how to help. Her cumbersome dress made it difficult to offer assistance.


  



  Once the cleanup was finished, Cesare approached Eileen. Rolling up his shirt sleeves and brushing aside his slightly tousled hair, he asked with a touch of concern,


  



  “Shouldn’t I help?”


  



  As Eileen tilted her head slightly, Cesare reached out and gently untied one of the ribbons on her dress. The fabric loosened under his touch.


  



  Eileen’s lips twitched. She had been contemplating changing her clothes and had struggled with the difficult-to-remove dress on her own.


  



  She couldn’t bring herself to undress in front of Cesare. Despite having spent the night with him, she still felt shy about many things. Hesitating, she whispered,


  



  “If you could just untie the ribbons on my back…”


  



  Cesare gently turned Eileen around and began to untangle the intricate ribbons on her back. His fingers, accustomed to the delicate touch required for piano keys, worked skillfully to undo the knots. As the constricting ribbon loosened, Eileen let out an involuntary breath of relief.


  



  She then realized that with the corset loosened, her chest might now appear more provocative than intended. Shrinking her shoulders in self-consciousness, she felt Cesare’s warm breath on the bare nape of her neck.


  



  A shiver ran down her spine at the sensation of his breath. In that moment of heightened awareness, Cesare instinctively wrapped his arms around her, offering a comforting embrace.


  



  “Ah…”


  



  A soft sound escaped Eileen as he wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. She closed her eyes, savoring the sensation of his gentle lips brushing against her skin.


  



  Her body, which had been fluctuating between heat and coolness over the past few days—and even more so this morning—quickly grew warm again as Cesare placed a few light kisses along her neck. The tingling feeling in her lower abdomen and the throbbing sensation in her intimate area had become somewhat familiar.


  



  Eileen grasped the arms wrapped around her waist and twisted her shoulders. As she moaned softly, he licked her exposed neck and whispered,


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  His deep voice was so captivating that it made her tailbone tingle. Eileen turned her head to look at him. Cesare held her tightly and repeated her name.


  



  “Eileen, Eileen…”


  



  The repetition of her name stirred a strange unease within her, perhaps because his low voice seemed to penetrate deeply into her ears.


  



  Cesare’s large hands slowly caressed Eileen body. His fingers slipped into the loosened corset, gripping the soft flesh, and he spoke quietly.


  “I once had a dream.”


  



  The mention of a dream was unusual coming from him, as he usually steered clear of such frivolous topics.


  



  “I was with you in that dream too. At the time, I thought it was wonderful…”


  



  He paused, then bit Eileen’s neck, leaving a distinct mark before continuing.


  



  “But nothing ever compares to reality.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 77


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen often dreamed about Cesare. Since he was the person she thought about most frequently, it was only natural that he appeared in her dreams quite regularly.


  



  These dreams were usually vivid and serene, featuring peaceful moments like strolling through the palace gardens or having tea with Cesare.


  



  However, when he was away at war, nightmares became more frequent. These dreams were often filled with ominous news or showed Cesare’s retreating figure, despite her desperate attempts to call him back. Upon waking, her pillowcase would be soaked with tears.


  



  It was distressing but inevitable. Given her constant thoughts of Cesare, dreaming about him was to be expected.


  



  Yet the notion of Cesare dreaming about her was unfamiliar—especially a dream of living together in a brick house, a vision of married life Eileen had always longed for.


  



  She hoped Cesare might share more about his dream. But, as always, he didn’t elaborate, simply continuing to tenderly caress her body.


  



  His large hands moved slowly over her chest. As his gentle touch increased her breathing rate, her n!pples began to harden. The sensation of them growing more prominent became vividly clear to her.


  



  Soon, his thumb pressed firmly on her erect n!pple. As he licked and bit her neck while pressing on both n!pples, Eileen let out a soft moan.


  



  The warmth rapidly spread to her s*x. Eileen instinctively curled up, squeezing her thighs tightly and arching her back, which caused her hips to push out toward Cesare, who was holding her tightly from behind.


  



  The sensation of his member pressing against her backside startled her, and she tried to pull away. But Cesare quickly placed one hand on her lower abdomen to prevent her from escaping, continuing to caress her chest with his other hand.


  



  “Aah, Cesare…”


  



  Eileen was acutely aware of his member pressed against her behind. The firmness and growing heat of it were evident. The fact that Cesare was aroused by her was intensely palpable, making her feel a tickling sensation in her abdomen.


  



  The memory of their first intimate encounter came to mind—the way his large member had roughly stirred inside her while she had been pinned beneath him, crying out in pleasure.


  



  Eileen cherished all the moments spent with Cesare and often revisited these memories. However, she had tried to avoid dwelling on their first night together.


  



  Just thinking about it ignited a fire within her, and she was now enveloped in the same intense heat. Her breathing grew increasingly rapid.


  



  As if understanding what she desired, Cesare’s hand, which had been pressing her lower abdomen, moved to lift the hem of her dress. He untied the ribbon of her skirt and slid his hand inside the loosened waistband. When his fingers touched her underwear, Eileen’s body shivered, and she let out a loud gasp.


  



  “Ah!”


  



  Her face and neck flushed bright red. Her high-pitched moans indicated her anticipation for more intimate affection.


  



  In truth, Eileen eagerly anticipated the forthcoming act, feeling a similar excitement whenever Cesare touched her over the past few days.


  



  Though their first encounter had been painful and frightening, leaving her in tears, there was now no fear—only anticipation.


  



  Even though this was only their second intimate moment, the explicit nature of it seemed far removed from the virtue of modesty expected of women.


  ‘What should I do…?’


  Eileen felt a sense of urgency at how aroused she had become. She knew she should try to restrain herself, but as soon as Cesare’s touch made contact, those thoughts vanished. All that remained was her overwhelming desire for him to continue.


  



  Cesare’s long fingers, which were usually graceful at the piano, now moved slowly and deliberately over her sensitive area. Eileen tried to steady her breathing, but it was challenging.


  



  Cesare showed no intention of helping her with her struggle. He gave a low, amused chuckle as he pressed his fingers against her underwear, pressing into her folds. The sensation of the fabric pushing inside her caused Eileen’s body to jerk involuntarily.


  



  Through the thin fabric, his fingers gently prodded her entrance, simulating penetration, while his palm pressed firmly against her clitoris.


  



  Her entrance instinctively quivered, trying to accept the intrusion. The movement of the invader beyond the fabric was felt acutely by Eileen.


  



  Her head was spinning from the rising heat. The pleasure she had been yearning for was right there, and her eager folds continued to leak lubrication. Her underwear was soaked with the sticky fluid.


  



  Cesare, who could not be unaware of this fact, pushed her already damp underwear even deeper into her folds. He then pulled it back, causing the lubricant to stretch between her folds and the fabric.


  



  Cesare lightly traced his fingers over her thoroughly wet skin and asked, “When did you get so wet?”


  



  Eileen shut her eyes tightly, overcome with embarrassment. She wanted to run away immediately, but she knew that would only make things more difficult later. Despite her discomfort, her body still burned with desire.


  



  ‘Tonight, I really, really want to…’


  



  She wanted to feel the release of pleasure. Every time she thought of the vivid memory of that release, her lower abdomen ached. Eileen twisted her shoulders in response to the broad strokes over her sensitive area and replied.


  



  “Ugh, s-sorry…”


  



  “What for?”


  



  “I’m just… too…”


  



  To think that such words would come from her own mouth. Eileen whispered in disbelief at the reality she was in.


  



  “I only want to… do such things…”


  



  “Be more specific, Eileen.”


  



  Blushing all the way to her chest, Eileen whispered even more quietly.


  



  “S*xual acts…”


  



  Cesare, having heard Eileen’s honest words, kissed her cheek as if praising her. As his lips fell away with a soft smack, Eileen blinked rapidly, trying not to show just how pleased she was.


  



  He smeared the lubricant from her folds onto his fingers and rubbed her cl!toris, touching it as if finding it cute. He asked again.


  



  “How does it feel when I touch here?”


  



  “Ah, it feels good.”


  



  Hearing her response, Cesare kissed her cheek again, even twice this time.


  



  “Be sure to let your husband know when you’re going. Can you do that?”


  



  He emphasized that being honest was important for both of them to feel good. Worried that she had been selfishly enjoying herself until now, Eileen nodded vigorously.


  



  Cesare’s fingers slowly penetrated her folds. Though Eileen wished he would fill her up completely, Cesare inserted just a single finger and asked.


  



  “Shall we try it now?”


  



  “Yes, ah, yes, I want to.”


  



  “Spread your legs a little more.”


  



  Despite her determination to avoid being too overt, she answered eagerly as soon as he mentioned doing it. She quickly spread her legs further to make it easier for Cesare’s hand to penetrate.


  



  Her reason had long since disappeared. Eileen clung to Cesare’s arm with a moan, feeling his muscular arm as a sexual sensation.


  



  As his finger pushed in deeply, reaching the root, his palm almost touched the sides of her folds.


  



  “Does it hurt?”


  



  “No, not at all, ah, no, it doesn’t hurt…”


  



  Her mouth filled with saliva as if anticipating delicious food, and her breathing became ragged. Eileen writhed, her waist twisting, trying to maintain the ‘honesty’ Cesare had asked for.


  



  “Ah, ah, Cesare, it feels, feels good there.”


  



  Cesare began to move his finger slowly, pushing in deeply then pulling out, asking again.


  



  “Say more, Eileen.”


  



  He whispered to the dazed and pleasure-drunk Eileen.


  



  “Hmm? You should be honest with your husband…”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen tried to be honest as Cesare instructed. Every time his fingers moved in and out, she revealed everything without holding back.


  



  She let out pleasurable moans freely, waiting for the pleasure Cesare would provide. He held her body, which was twitching with every movement, and gradually increased the number of fingers he used.


  



  The rising pleasure filled her entire body. Her head was spinning with the intense heat. As Eileen leaned her whole body against Cesare, she suddenly became worried.


  



  ‘What if only I’m feeling good?’


  



  From what she had felt on their wedding night, it seemed that Cesare had enjoyed himself. Although he had displayed an unfamiliar expression, she guessed that it probably wasn’t too unpleasant.


  



  But in a situation like this, where he wasn’t penetrating her but merely touching her body, she couldn’t be sure. Upon reflection, Eileen realized that she had always been the one receiving.


  



  As if sensing her doubts, Cesare bit her ear.


  



  “What are you thinking?”


  



  She couldn’t see the expression on his face from behind, but he appeared completely at ease. Still, she worried that she might be the only one panting and flushed.


  



  Eileen clutched Cesare’s arm tightly and cautiously parted her lips.


  



  “Cesare… Cesare, I was wondering.”


  



  Panting heavily, she asked him.


  



  “I’m curious if you’re feeling good… I’m worried that if only I’m enjoying it…”


  



  She looked down at the floor, mustering her courage, and then turned her head to glance back. She lifted her gaze to Cesare, her eyebrows furrowed.


  



  When their eyes met, Cesare studied her for a moment before curling his lips into a faint smile. He spoke her name softly.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  “Yes?”


  



  He withdrew his fingers that had been deeply inserted. The sensation of his two fingers suddenly being pulled out made Eileen shiver.


  



  Cesare brought his fingers to his mouth in front of Eileen. Her eyes widened. To her astonishment, Cesare licked the sticky lubricant off his fingers.


  



  His red tongue licked the long, straight fingers. It was the same hand that had played the piano just that afternoon.


  



  It was unbelievable that those fingers were now coated with her lubricant, and that Cesare was licking it off.


  



  Cesare looked at the trembling Eileen with wide eyes and parted his wet lips.


  



  “Your husband has been waiting for your pleasure for a whole week.”


  



  He asked with a drawn-out gaze.


  



  “What could be the reason, hmm?”


  



  “Oh, I wanted you to be healthy…, ah!”


  



  After Cesare had carefully wiped his fingers clean, he chuckled at Eileen’s response. He then untied the ribbon securing her skirt. In an instant, the bow came undone, and both the skirt and underskirt fell to the floor, leaving her legs exposed to the cool air.


  



  Eileen had been anxiously cautious all day, dreading that her clothes might get damaged. She was startled when Cesare’s bold action caused her expensive dress to fall to the floor, but he appeared indifferent.


  



  A brief silence followed as Eileen felt Cesare’s gaze sweeping over her from behind. Now clad only in her partially removed corset, she felt an intense wave of embarrassment.


  



  Oddly, she felt even more exposed with her clothes on. She wondered if it would be less humiliating to be completely naked. Eileen secretly wished Cesare would remove her corset as well, but he showed no sign of intending to do so.


  



  The sound of the metal buckle being undone clanged, and soon the thick head of Cesare’s pen!s touched her vulv@. Startled by the sudden action, Eileen parted her lips to speak, but he thrust into her without hesitation.


  



  The sudden penetration reached all the way to the base, causing Eileen to widen her eyes. Breath escaped from her parted lips. The climax that began in her lower abdomen spread throughout her body. Eileen, trembling like a leaf, let out a late moan.


  



  “Haah!”


  



  Her vision flashed white as a wrenching pain, like her body was being torn apart, surged through her. This intense agony was intertwined with an overwhelming pleasure that made her head spin.


  



  Her vulv@ erupted with a gush of lubricant, but Eileen didn’t even realize that she was releasing enough to dampen her thighs. Even though she had reached the climax she had been waiting for, she didn’t fully perceive it.


  



  She moaned deliriously, her limbs flailing uncontrollably. She tried to push and scratch at Cesare’s arm, but it was futile. His solid, unyielding arm remained unaffected, showing no signs of her desperate clawing.


  



  Cesare, who had subdued Eileen by pressing her down, breathed heavily and moaned from behind her.


  



  “Haah, Eileen…”


  



  He roughly kissed Eileen. Hanging precariously onto Cesare, she received his kiss in an unstable position.


  



  Cesare groped Eileen’s bre@sts recklessly and thrust his hips upward with strong force. It was enough to flatten her rounded buttocks.*


  



  [T/L & E/N: We both were dying of laughter at this translation–both of us are helpless in how to make this sound more sensual…]


  



  Compared to the careful and slow penetration of their wedding night, this was incredibly rough and savage. The man, losing his composure, pushed Eileen aggressively. Eileen moaned messily, shedding tears.


  



  Every time he thrust into her, her body moved uncontrollably. Her unrestrained flesh eagerly took in his member, which she had longed for. Her vulv@ squeezed tightly around his thick member, leaking lubricant as it did.


  



  When her erect n!pples were tortured by Cesare’s fingers, another climax quickly followed.


  



  “Uhh, mmm…!”


  



  Eileen, who was being swept away by Cesare, twisted her whole body. Her v@ginal walls convulsed and contracted as if squeezing the pen!s inside her. Cesare’s moaning breath fell on the back of her neck.


  



  He seemed to be in a good mood, which she took as a fortunate sign, but tears welled up in her eyes. She was crying not from sadness, but from fear and the overwhelming intensity of the pleasure, which came in rapid succession. Her tears flowed steadily down the corners of her eyes.


  Even in the midst of all this, the sound of his pen!s thrusting into her soaking wet v@gina could be heard. Because Cesare kept thrusting his pen!s, the climax continued without subsiding.


  



  It was a difficult moment for Eileen, who was only having s*x for the second time. Even breathing was difficult. Eileen swallowed her sobs and pleaded with Cesare.


  



  “Ah, hmph, Cesare, I’m scared, hmph, uh, I want to do it while looking at your face…!”


  



  She was even more scared because he was behind her and she couldn’t see his face. When Eileen pleaded, Cesare immediately pulled out his pen!s. Then he roughly turned Eileen’s body around and lifted her up.


  



  Her body lifted lightly and her feet lifted off the ground. She knew that Cesare wouldn’t drop her, but she instinctively reached out and hugged his neck out of anxiety.


  



  At the same time as he hugged her tightly, Cesare thrust his pen!s into her while holding Eileen.


  



  “…!”


  



  This time, she couldn’t even moan. Eileen opened her eyes and mouth wide and stretched out her legs. Her legs, stretched straight out on either side of her firm waist, shook. The saliva she couldn’t swallow dripped from her parted lips and soaked Cesare’s shoulders.


  



  But Eileen couldn’t close her lips. She couldn’t even blink. She just desperately hugged Cesare’s neck and trembled.


  



  Since she was thrusted into while being lifted up, the weight of her body caused his pen!s to penetrate even deeper. The glans was completely embedded in the cerv!x that she had only briefly touched during the night. It was so deep that she couldn’t move.


  



  Cesare held Eileen in his arms with one hand while using the other to gently wipe her tear-streaked face. He spoke in a tone that was meant to sound affectionate but carried an edge of mockery.


  



  “You said you wanted to do it while looking at my face.”


  



  However, there was a heat in his voice that could no longer be hidden. The husband, who had thrust his pen!s deep into his wife, looked quite satisfied and his bright red eyes flashed. Eileen, who was shivering with her frozen body, barely opened her lips.


  



  “It’s too, too deep…”


  



  Eileen tried to slightly move away from him, but quickly clung to him again. She only moved slightly. Even so, the pen!s pressing deep inside her spread a strange sensation throughout her body.


  



  Her hair stood on end, and goosebumps spread across her cheeks and arms. Cesare smiled with a strange intensity as he supported Eileen’s trembling back, making her too frightened to move.


  



  “Don’t cry, Eileen,” he said, his voice unsettlingly calm.


  



  He reminded her of the promise she had forgotten.


  



  “You have to do it three times today.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 79


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen stopped crying and, with a stunned expression, asked, “Three times…?”


  



  She hurriedly searched her memory. At that time, Eileen had asked how other people had s*x. She had asked if they did it twice or three times, but Cesare did not give her a clear answer.


  



  But a promise? For Eileen, already overwhelmed by her struggles, it was an unexpected and distressing revelation. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to ask him for clarification.


  



  Cesare gently adjusted Eileen’s posture, straightening her slightly crooked alignment. The adjustment caused a jarring sensation, making her immediately curl up and groan.


  



  “Ugh, I don’t like this, in bed, ugh!”


  



  “Can you even get to bed?”


  



  Cesare immediately pointed out the problem in Eileen’s statement. The moment he took a step forward, her insides were once again mercilessly pentrated by his member. Eileen groaned and changed her words in a hurry.


  



  “Just somewhere close, hmph, I want to, hmph…”


  



  Anywhere would be fine, as long as there was a place to put her buttocks. Cesare followed Eileen’s words and walked. Eileen closed her eyes tightly and suppressed the feeling of her deepest part being tormented every time he took a step.


  



  It was a really strange feeling. At first, a dull pain and a faint discomfort came first. When he pressed hard on the sensitive cerv!x, it was so painful that she was startled.


  



  But soon after, a strange pleasure came up. It wasn’t the kind of pleasure that made your eyes flash and make you scream. However, it built up persistently without stopping.


  



  As he continued to rub the deep part with his glans, the pleasure that arose in her stomach made her entire lower body tense and small cramps occurred inside her v@gina. Her heart was throbbing, and her v@gina was throbbing, repeatedly tightening and releasing the pen!s inside.


  



  ‘This is so weird.’


  



  She felt as though she could endure no more. She worried that if this continued, she might truly feel unwell.


  



  ‘Just a little more, just a little more…’


  



  Eileen endured the overwhelming sensations with all her might, her mouth watering from the effort of holding back. The small, cozy brick house seemed unusually vast today.


  



  Finally, Cesare stopped moving. He had chosen the sofa in the living room. Eileen felt a surge of relief, hoping he would let her lie down. Instead, Cesare sat down on the sofa, still holding her in his arms.


  



  “Hic…!”


  



  The cerv!x that had been being tormented as if being rubbed hit her hard. Eileen let out a sharp moan and tilted her head back. A tingling sensation surged in like a wave. Eileen trembled as the sensation continued endlessly, clinging tightly to Cesare.


  



  “This, this is strange…”


  



  It was a different kind of pleasure from what Eileen was accustomed to. It was so unusual and overwhelming that she could barely endure it, as though she were struggling to hold back an intense ticklish sensation.


  



  A large hand swept down her trembling spine. Cesare gently scratched her n!pples while kneading her chest that was heaving as she gasped for breath.


  



  “I haven’t done anything yet, Eileen.”


  



  He kissed Eileen deeply as she cried. He swept the roof of her mouth with his tongue and encouraged her.


  



  “We should do something pleasant together.”


  



  Cesare grabbed her waist with both hands. Just as she thought something was dangerous, he lifted Eileen’s body up and then lowered it. His hard, hot pen!s quickly slipped out, then dug into her v@gina in one breath and locked himself in the cervix.


  



  For a moment, everything went dark. Before Eileen, who had barely come to her senses, could moan, the pen!s mercilessly pounded inside her. The thick pen!s spread her v@ginal walls, filling her stomach and then pulling out repeatedly.


  



  The pleasure that had been tormenting Eileen until now grew uncontrollably fast. Eileen trembled all over and begged urgently.


  



  “Ugh, ugh, hmph, no, there, stop…”


  



  Her tongue was twisted, making it difficult for her to speak clearly. Cesare gasped for breath, a faint smile playing on his lips as he whispered.


  



  “You don’t like it? Haa, as your husband, I wanted to make you feel good, hmph.”


  



  He frowned before speaking. It was because Eileen was struggling and her insides were accidentally pierced, squeezing her v@gina.


  



  “Hah… !”


  



  Veins appeared on the back of Cesare’s hand. He licked his lips with his tongue, then grabbed Eileen’s waist so tightly that his handprint was left, and lifted her waist.


  



  Eileen’s hair fluttered and her chest bounced wildly along with the rough movement. Eileen, whose chest was bright red, pleaded desperately as he crushed her insides.


  



  “Hic, Cesare, I, I was wrong, stop, ah, ah, stop…”


  



  Eileen didn’t understand what she had done wrong. She had merely blurted out the words that came to mind in her fear of the overwhelming pleasure. Yet, the man who had always been generous now seemed unwilling to forgive her.


  



  He thrust his pen!s in even more quickly and briefly. The wet sound spread loudly from the joint soaked with sweat and love juice. A strong urge to climax swept through her erect cl!toris, as if she was about to climax, but Eileen didn’t realize it. She was too busy being swept away by the sensation of her stomach rumbling.


  



  “Hee, heeeek, ah, no, no, haak!”


  



  Eileen screamed and froze. The moment she let out her last breath, an unbelievably strong pleasure pierced her body. Eileen froze with her eyes wide open.


  



  “Ah, ah, ah…”


  



  A moan of loss fell from her lips. But she didn’t even realize she was moaning. The ecstatic pleasure, akin to pain, shattered through her mind. Goosebumps rose all over her body, and beastly moans continuously leaked out from her throat.


  



  The fluid burst from her v@gina. Following that, the liquid that burst out of the small cl!toris soaked the lower bodies of Eileen and Cesare, and even soaked the sofa.


  



  However, Cesare did not stop. He thrust his pen!s into the now wide-open v@gina as he pleased. Since it was so wet that it was no longer stiff, he smoothly entered and exited it, thrusting deep inside and hitting it with his glans.


  



  From the v@gina where she had just climaxed, clear water flowed out weakly again. Eileen cried and trembled. She squeezed her eyes shut and tears fell.


  



  She must have looked foolish, but she couldn’t move a single finger as she desired. She simply flailed about, overwhelmed by a pleasure that felt as if it might consume her.


  



  Every time he slammed his pen!s, water burst out several times from below. Her body must have really broken down. Eileen cried and pleaded with Cesare.


  



  “That, that, it keeps going, it keeps going…”


  



  She felt water leaking from below again. Eileen burst into tears and sobbed at him.


  



  “Please- oh my, I was wrong, quickly, please…”


  



  Cesare kissed her deeply. He thrust his tongue and crushed Eileen’s insides with his glans. He pressed his pen!s as if to open her cervix, and finally began to ejaculate.


  



  “Haaah… !”


  



  Eileen shook her body violently. The moment the rich liquid poured into her delicate area, she reached climax again. At the same time as she covered her cerv!x with s*men, Eileen also soaked Cesare’s groin.


  



  While her ruined body was still unconscious and kept ejaculating, Cesare ejaculated for a long time. The c*m that spurted out several times filled up inside her.


  



  “Haa, ha…”


  



  He slowly shook his waist while breathing heavily. He rubbed his genitals against the wall as if enjoying the afterglow, and added the s*men he had ejaculated. Eileen, who had been trembling until then, finally fell flat on Cesare’s body.


  



  As her consciousness, which had been crushed by the climax, returned a little, she belatedly recognized his appearance, and the tears that had barely stopped welled up again as she saw the fluid spilled everywhere.


  



  She realized she had made a mistake during the night, but she had passed out immediately and had no recollection of it. When she woke up, her body had already been cleaned.


  



  Seeing the mess she had made, Eileen felt a surge of frustration and wanted to cry. She huddled up, trying to hide her intermittently trembling limbs, and then muttered, unable to suppress the sudden wave of resentment.


  



  “This is too much…”


  



  “Why?” Cesare asked, his eyes still flushed red from the aftermath. He whispered sullenly, “This seems affectionate.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 80


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare, who called himself affectionate, seemed to genuinely believe it. Eileen stared at him in disbelief, momentarily forgetting that he was His Highness the Grand Duke.


  



  Noticing the emotions in Eileen’s eyes, Cesare offered a faint smile. He gently stroked her trembling body.


  



  “If I hadn’t been affectionate, you wouldn’t have been able to walk on your own,” he said, wiping his tear-soaked eyelashes.


  



  “You probably wouldn’t have been able to leave the mansion or see your favorite plants.”


  



  Eileen blinked slowly in surprise at his calm words. As he touched his eyelashes, they brushed his fingers, causing him to smile. She continued blinking, trembling, while Cesare snickered softly.


  



  “Stick out your tongue.”


  



  Did I do something wrong? Eileen thought hard on her own for a short time, but she couldn’t figure out the answer.


  



  ‘I wish you could tell me a little more about your feelings.’


  



  Even though she was familiar with his personality, Eileen couldn’t help but feel regretful at the difficulty of discerning his true feelings. Unable to respond to his words, she simply stuck her tongue out slightly and observed his expression.


  



  A little bit of flesh bulged out between her lips. He gently sucked the tongue that had stuck out. He brought it into his mouth, rubbed it with his tongue, and bit it, teasing it to his heart’s content.


  



  The pen!s that was still stuck inside Eileen began to swell up hard again. Eileen felt the process of the pen!s inside her gradually growing bigger.


  



  The pen!s that had become slightly soft after ejaculation soon filled her inside tightly. While the lower part was fiercely erect, Cesare continued to kiss Eileen gently.


  



  It was a soft yet racy kiss, as if trying to keep her from noticing what was happening underneath. With the pleasant kiss, her stomach filled up, and Eileen let out a small moan without realizing it.


  



  “Huh…”


  



  Then, he touched Eileen’s bre@sts, making her feel even more sexually aroused. When his fingers gently touched her nipples, a tingling sensation appeared in her chest, and her lower abdomen, which held her genit@ls, began to pound.


  



  When Eileen twisted her body, Cesare stopped kissing her. He licked Eileen’s wet lips once, and made Eileen hold her bre@sts herself.


  



  “I’ll suck them, so hold on.”


  



  Eileen bashfully held her bre@sts with both hands and lifted them up. He praised her for doing a good job and licked her pointed nipples.


  



  Eileen flinched at the moist and soft sensation. The v@gina squeezed the pen!s that was inside of her without permission. The v@gina, already soaked with s*men and love juice deep inside, kneaded the intruder stuck inside, giving him a pleasant pleasure with its sticky insides.


  



  It was as if it was begging for more penetration. Eileen was really embarrassed that she didn’t have the strength to move even a single hand, but her lower body was moving so freely.


  



  “It’s so tight…”


  



  Cesare licked widely over the areol@ and n!pple, then sucked until it made a slurping sound, and raised his pupils. His red eyes stared at Eileen quietly.


  



  “Do you like getting penetrated while sucking your bre@sts?”


  



  Eileen bit her lips tightly. It was embarrassing and embarrassing to hold onto her bre@sts, but she couldn’t readily answer this question. However, she promised to be honest with him.


  



  “Yes…”


  



  After answering, she quickly added one more thing.


  



  “I’m sorry.”


  



  “What?”


  



  Eileen glanced down again. The fabric of the sofa was completely stained. That would have been fine, but Cesare’s lower body was also soaked. His uniform, which he hadn’t taken off yet, was soaked and stained.


  



  “That’s because I liked it too much… I made a mistake…”


  



  Eileen trailed off and raised her eyebrows. Cesare narrowed his eyes and laughed.


  



  “You’re talking about the time you came me.”


  



  “…”


  



  Eileen squeezed her eyes shut. Cesare let out a low laugh and sucked her bre@sts as if to comfort her. She resented her pussy squeezing his pen!s without realizing it. Eileen swallowed the thrilling pleasure and opened her lips again.


  



  “But Cesare…”


  



  While she was at it, she said what she had been hesitating to say.


  



  “Ugh, you know, my body feels weird right now. It keeps tingling… . I don’t absolutely hate it. It feels really good, but haa, it’s scary… . My body just can’t do what I want it to do…”


  



  Even as she spoke, Cesare kept licking and sucking her bre@sts, making her moan. Eileen held her bre@sts tightly with both hands, supporting them so that he could easily bring his lips to them, and spoke again.


  



  “So, uh, I don’t think I can do it three times, so how about doing it twice?”


  



  It was a negotiation proposal Eileen had come up with after much thought. She spoke with a downcast expression.


  



  “If you don’t mind, don’t do it like before…”


  



  “Were you scared?”


  



  “A little. Not too much.”


  



  He took his lips off her bre@sts and met Eileen’s gaze quietly.


  



  “Then, shall we move, Madame?”


  



  Not knowing what Cesare’s suggestion meant, Eileen’s eyes widened for a moment. Then, after Cesare grabbed her waist with both hands and made her slowly move up and down once, she finally understood.


  



  “Can you do it?”


  



  Honestly, she had no confidence at all. However, she felt that anything would be preferable to what Cesare had done. Eileen hesitated, nodding silently. After a moment, she finally responded with a quiet, “Yes.”


  



  It wasn’t ideal to simply nod without properly answering the Grand Duke’s questions, but given their long acquaintance, she sometimes fell into the habit of responding like a child.


  



  Cesare had never particularly reprimanded Eileen for this habit, so it remained unchanged for a long time.


  



  ‘I should have done better…’


  



  Eileen chastised herself for her shortcomings and resolved to do her best to please Cesare.


  



  “Don’t overdo it.”


  



  Cesare guided her step by step. He instructed Eileen to place both hands on his shoulders and then showed her how to move her waist slowly back and forth, with a slight up-and-down motion.


  



  Eileen carefully lifted her hips. The feeling of his pen!s sliding out heavily and sweeping her insides made her gasp. She felt the urge to climax again and tightened her grip. Then she carefully sat down again.


  



  Despite the slow and somewhat tedious pace of her movements, Cesare continued to comfort and praise Eileen. He whispered soothingly, brushing back her sweaty hair.


  



  “You’re doing well, Eileen.”


  



  Cesare’s continuous praise made Eileen feel as though she was genuinely succeeding, even though she knew it was unlikely. Maybe it was because Cesare was showing off his pleasure in every single movement.


  



  The bright red eyes that were always clear were slightly blurred by pleasure, and the reddened eyes and muscles that were stiffened with firm strength. When she saw him feeling pleasure, Eileen’s stomach naturally felt a pang.


  



  ‘So that’s why Cesare told me to be honest.’


  



  The pleasure of the other person was a crucial aspect of their relationship. Eileen wanted to ensure he felt as good as possible, so she diligently followed his instructions. Cesare held onto her waist, supporting her body while carefully observing each of her movements.


  



  “A little more… Yes, did I reach a good place?”


  



  Eileen moved her waist and searched for the part where he had pressed his glans. Since it was such a large pen!s, even if she put it in just a little bit, the deep part was immediately pressed with a thud. Eileen let out a sharp sound and shook her body loudly.


  



  “Haaah! Yes, yes…!”


  



  When she answered while trembling, Cesare praised her again, saying, “Good job.” 


  



  Her head felt strange every time she heard his praise. Eileen swallowed the saliva that had accumulated in her throat. The back of her neck twitched and pleasure gradually increased.


  



  It was a pleasure she had already learned once. When she pressed the innermost part with her genit@ls, it was painful at first, but it gradually felt better. Later, she knew well that the ecstatic org@sm would continue on and on.


  



  She was groaning and moving while holding onto Cesare’s shoulders, when suddenly he pressed her lower back hard. Then her cl!toris was pressed against his flat lower abdomen.


  



  Eileen instinctively rubbed her plump flesh against him and panted. The tingling pleasure gave her and her movements became more intense. The thick pen!s split the wet flesh and went deep inside. The sensation of the glans pressing against her deep and delicate area became unbearable.


  



  “Hey, Cesare…”


  



  She called his name, afraid of the pleasure that was rushing in uncontrollably. Eileen asked him, tears streaming down her face.


  



  “If I kiss you, hmph, can I?”


  



  She thought that kissing him might make the situation less daunting. However, he didn’t respond immediately. Eileen, fixated on his intense, red eyes, offered excuses in a flurry, unable to find the right words.


  



  “Ah, ah, hmph, it feels so good… I’m scared… I thought it would be okay if I kiss you a little, hmph…”


  



  Though she knew he might reject her, she still hoped for a kiss and asked him tentatively. Cesare, who had been staring blankly at Eileen as she cried, suddenly furrowed his brow.


  



  His lower abdomen, which was touching her, became even harder and spasmed briefly. Eileen swallowed her breath again as the pen!s stuck inside her twitched.


  



  He hardened his face to the point of frightening, and their lips came crashing together hastily.


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 81


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The kiss, which started abruptly, was far from gentle. Eileen instinctively tried to pull away from the rough, consuming kiss. However, Cesare quickly gripped the back of her head with his hand, holding her in place.


  The thought crossed her mind for a moment, “I was going to kiss you first.” 


  It didn’t matter who initiated or the order of things; all that mattered was that she was kissing him. Eileen kept her body pressed against his and continued the kiss.


  She didn’t close her eyes throughout the kiss, instead maintaining eye contact. In truth, she couldn’t look away. She was completely captivated by his gaze, unable to turn away.


  “Huh, hmph…”


  Eileen let out a groan as if she was in pain and was swept away by his kiss. Her body naturally moved like a rabbit hopping on top of him, chasing pleasure. She rubbed her erect cl!toris against him and sucked his tongue absentmindedly.


  It was just like a dog in heat, but Eileen couldn’t recognize her own condition. She didn’t have the capacity to think about it. Her mind was filled with Cesare and the pleasure he gave her.


  The sultry smells vibrating everywhere, the wet sounds that were messy, the hot and lewd body temperature, all of it paralyzed her reason. Eileen clung to him like an animal intoxicated by instinct and shook her hips.


  “Ha, Eileen…”


  Cesare called her name as if he was sighing. His voice sounded somewhat troubled. Cesare hugged Eileen tightly and kissed her neck deeply, sucking her delicate skin. He thought that there would be a mark because it was thin skin, but it quickly disappeared due to the pleasure.


  He acted like a slightly crazy person. In particular, he persistently harassed Eileen’s neck, biting and kissing her slender neck, and rubbing his nose against her skin.


  The tickling sensation made her hair stand on end. Eileen moaned and dug her nails into his shoulders. She felt his skin being scratched. She thought she shouldn’t do that, but she couldn’t control her body.


  The shame of doing such a perverted act, along with the strange sense of liberation, became the spice of pleasure. Eileen let out a thin, high-pitched moan.


  “Ah, ah, hmph, ahhh…!”


  She gazed at Cesare through tear-blurred eyes, while his dark, lust-filled eyes met hers.


  It was a far cry from the way Cesare had thrust all the way into her. Nevertheless, he felt sufficiently satisfied with Eileen shaking her waist.


  When she was sure that he was completely satisfied, for some reason, it became even more unbearable. Even though he was clearly poking her insides with his large pen!s, she felt it was not enough. Her insides were so numb that her mouth was parched.


  Eileen, who had been desperately shaking her waist, became even more greedy and sank deeper. Then, she immediately threw her body back as she reached her climax.


  “Huh…!”


  She spread her toes wide and trembled. Cesare supported Eileen’s body so that she wouldn’t fall over and stroked her.


  Her body, which was melting away, reached a shallow climax even with a light touch. When he rubbed her tailbone with his long fingers, Eileen couldn’t hold it in and let out her liquid.


  Her cl!toris, which had been flattened and tormented by her abdominal muscles, shot out water again. Her tongue released and she let out a muffled moan as her whole body convulsed. The saliva flowing from her parted lips was immediately licked up by Cesare.


  As she trembled at the climax, Cesare lifted Eileen up and laid her down on the sofa. She was surprised by the damp cloth touching her back for a moment, but Eileen moaned. It was because Cesare had lifted her waist in earnest.


  It was a deep and messy movement that was incomparable to Eileen’s clumsy jumping. He gasped and thrust into her v@gina with such force that her buttocks and thigh muscles split.*


  [E/N: He didn’t actually split her, the sensation was just a lot that it felt like she was being split in half.]


  The flesh that had been tightly closed was forcibly opened, and places that would never normally be touched were repeatedly pressed. The v@gina that had stretched to fit his pen!s repeatedly wrapped around the flesh club and ej*culated its juices.


  “Eileen, Eileen…”


  While Eileen was moaning and groaning, he kept calling her name. If not, he put Eileen’s name on his lips several times as if she would disappear.


  Eileen felt as though she were losing her mind each time her name was whispered in a low, sensual voice. The way her name intertwined with the man’s excited breath felt unbearably provocative. Her spine tingled, her stomach churned, and every nerve in her body seemed to come alive.


  “Hah, hmph keep going, now, not yet, ugh, keep going…”


  An unrealistic pleasure overflowed. As she continued to be penetrated while climaxing, the pleasure seemed endless. She squ!rted everywhere to the point where she thought there was nothing left to come out. Eileen, who was completely soaked in her climax, muttered in a daze.


  “Good, hic, good, so good…”


  It was a pleasure she had been waiting for for a week. Eileen greedily swallowed the pleasure that Cesare poured out over her. Her body, now fully awakened, experienced sensations far more intense than on their first night. Even then, she had felt a shock that nearly overwhelmed her mind, but now the intensity was even greater.


  “Ah, ah, hmph, uh-huh.”


  She gave him even her most intimate part. Her heart, and now her body, were all Cesare’s. Eileen, intoxicated by pleasure, dared not say anything she shouldn’t have. Eileen clung to his arms and let out a muffled whisper.


  “Huh, oh, I like you, Cesare…”


  Even as she spoke, she didn’t even know what she was saying. She was just completely drunk on ecstasy, spilling out her innermost feelings.


  At that moment, Cesare’s body stiffened. He let out a deep, low moan and hugged Eileen tightly. As soon as he made Eileen unable to see his face, he pressed his thick pen!s against the cerv!x.


  As the tightly closed entrance sucked the glans, the pen!s immediately began to twitch and ej*culate. The roughly shot stream of s*men hit the sensitive and heated area. Eileen couldn’t even moan and shuddered.


  Her eyes flickered in overwhelming pleasure. She briefly lost consciousness. When she came to her senses, Eileen was sobbing like an animal.


  It was a sudden ej*culation. He must have also not expected it, as his rough breathing was mixed with a little embarrassment. Even though it was the second ej*culation, the pen!s continued to spit out the s*men for a long time, just like the first time.


  Eileen shuddered every time the semen soaked her insides. She cried out in masochistic pleasure and looked for Cesare. Then, Cesare suddenly burst into laughter.


  “Are you only telling me this now?”


  Despite having just committed an obscene act, he smiled with a boyish grin.


  “I have to work harder from now on.”


  Since she couldn’t remember what she had said, Eileen remained in his embrace.


  Cesare continued to caress her gently, holding her close. He even kissed her tear-streaked, saliva-drenched face, just as Eileen had wished.


  Slowly catching his breath, Cesare let out the breath he had been holding and let go of the body he had been clinging to. His pen!s also slowly withdrew. With a squelching, wet sound, the love juice and s*men fell down her thigh.


  Eileen looked at Cesare with blank eyes. She wanted to feel the pleasure she had just experienced more. She wanted to experience another org@sm that felt like her whole body was being crushed.


  She wished that he would put it in her quickly since there was still one more time left, but for some reason, Cesare didn’t insert his pen!s again. Instead, he spread Eileen’s v@gina with his hand and checked it. He even put his finger inside and pressed it, which had already started to swell.


  Having just received a hard time, Eileen trembled all over at the sensation of just one finger moving in and out. Cesare let out a low sigh. Eileen muttered in a dazed state.


  “More, more…”


  However, Cesare, who had carefully checked the condition, firmly refused.


  “No.”


  Tears welled up in his eyes at the cold rejection. Noticing Eileen’s frown, he tilted his head and asked,


  “Do you want to apply ointment again?”


  “…”


  Eileen hesitated for a moment, then shook her head obediently. He praised Eileen, who obediently followed his words, saying, “Good girl.”


  Cesare brushed the sweat from his hair and roughly removed his soaked uniform. After putting on his pants, he wrapped his arms around Eileen, holding her close.


  As the heat from his body cooled, the fatigue that had been masked by pleasure surged forward. Overwhelmed by the sudden exhaustion, Eileen fell asleep without even realizing it. As her consciousness began to fade, a whisper, almost like an auditory hallucination, brushed past her ears. A beautiful, soothing voice murmured softly.


  “Good night, Eileen.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 82


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The heavy rain pounded against the window. The sound of water seeping through the thick curtains roused Eileen from her sleep.


  



  As soon as she opened her eyes, she was startled and quickly turned her head to the side. A man lay deeply asleep next to her, completely unaware of the world around him. Seeing him in such a deep slumber cleared the fog from her mind.


  



  They were in a second-floor bedroom of a brick house. From the fact that she felt comfortable, it seemed he had bathed her and carried her to the bedroom while she was unconscious.


  



  The thought of those who would later clean the disheveled sofa made her flush. Eileen glanced around, thinking she should at least remove the sofa’s fabric.


  



  The bed was originally intended for Eileen alone, so it was too small for both her and Cesare to lie in comfortably. They had to press tightly together to fit. Only then did Eileen realize she was resting her head on Cesare’s arm.


  



  His arm was wrapped around her waist, and she could feel the solid weight of his well-built muscles. Eileen gazed silently at Cesare, the sound of his quiet, steady breathing blending with the rain outside.


  



  Suddenly, she remembered something Sonio had said during her training for the duties of a duchess: “His Grace has hardly been sleeping recently.”


  



  The old butler’s voice had been filled with concern, but he had quickly changed the subject, likely not wanting to burden Eileen with worries she couldn’t address.


  



  Looking back, Eileen realized she had rarely seen Cesare sleep so deeply. Despite sharing the same bed every night since their marriage, Cesare always woke with barely a trace of sleep in his eyes. This was the first time she had heard his breathing so clearly, indicating a deep and restful slumber.


  



  As she continued to watch him, her thoughts drifted naturally to their night together. There was one scene that stood out among the hazy memories of those wild moments.


  As she continued to watch him, her thoughts naturally drifted to their night together. One scene stood out vividly amid the haze of their wild moments.


  



  “Do you only say such things at times like this?”


  



  She couldn’t stop thinking about the way he had smiled, so boyish and unguarded. What had she said to make him respond like that? The details were blurred, and even his smiling face remained elusive in her memory.


  



  “I should have paid more attention instead of spacing out.”


  



  She yearned to write about his smile in her journal, her hands itching to record the moment. Since moving to the ducal residence, she hadn’t had the chance to keep up with her diary.


  



  For over ten years, she had meticulously documented their relationship. Sometimes she questioned whether it was an odd habit, but Cesare had read her diary regardless.


  



  “If he didn’t like it, he would have told me.”


  



  Lost in these thoughts while studying his face, Eileen was startled when Cesare suddenly opened his eyes. She was about to greet him when her breath caught in her throat.


  



  The rain’s steady patter filled the room, and Cesare’s blood-red eyes locked onto hers.


  



  Without a word, he regarded her with an expressionless gaze that felt unsettlingly foreign. Eileen froze, overwhelmed by the unfamiliar intensity, but then Cesare’s lips curved into a quiet smile.


  



  “Eileen…”


  



  His voice, slightly husky from just waking, carried an oddly seductive tone reminiscent of the low murmur he used during their intimate moments.


  



  Cesare slowly pushed himself up. Eileen, assuming he might be looking for water, attempted to rise as well.


  



  But with a swift movement, Cesare climbed on top of her. Eileen, who had been about to rise, lay back down in shock. She looked up at him with wide eyes and suddenly realized the source of the odd feeling she’d been sensing all along.


  



  Cesare’s gaze was unsettling. Although their eyes were locked, it didn’t seem like he was truly seeing her. His eyes were hazy, as if he were lost in a dream.


  



  “Cesare…?”


  



  As she carefully called his name, Cesare slowly reached out his hand. Eileen watched him calmly, expecting him to stroke her hair or caress her cheek as he usually did. She waited for his familiar touch.


  



  Instead, Cesare’s hand closed around her throat.*


  



  [E/N: At first, I thought he was about to get into some kinky stuff…]


  



  “…!”


  



  Cesare’s large hand clamped down on her neck, immediately cutting off her breath. Eileen struggled, trying to free herself from his grip, but it was futile against the strength of a man who had lived as a soldier for so long.


  



  She gasped, her lips parting in a desperate attempt to draw in air, but his hold remained unyielding. As Cesare placed a soft, fleeting kiss on her face—light as a petal—he tightened his grip further. With his other hand, he gently brushed her hair aside.


  



  ‘Why? Why is this happening?’


  



  She couldn’t comprehend it. Just hours ago, they had been intimately entwined, sharing their love in the deepest way possible.


  



  The fact that it was Cesare—of all people—choking her was beyond belief. The very hands that had always treated her with care and affection were now causing her harm. Eileen let out a choked, painful whimper.


  



  “It’s okay, Eileen.”


  



  Cesare’s voice was tender, more gentle than ever as he tried to soothe her.


  



  “Shh, be good. It won’t hurt much this time… It’ll be over soon.”


  



  His low voice brushed against her ear. He kissed her trembling lips, desperate for air, and whispered softly.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  At those words, all strength drained from her body. The limbs that had been fighting to push him away fell limply to her sides.


  



  She knew there was no sincerity in those words. They were merely sweet lies meant to make her docile and easier to kill.


  



  But she didn’t care. Eileen was no longer afraid.


  



  ‘Cesare said he loves me.’


  



  Hearing those words, perhaps it was only natural that she would have to pay for them with her life.


  



  ‘There must be a reason I have to die.’


  



  If Cesare was killing her, there must be a reason she couldn’t fathom. It didn’t matter to Eileen.


  



  From the start, her life had belonged to Cesare. It was his possession, and it was his right to take it away.


  



  Having ceased all resistance, Eileen looked up at Cesare with fading vision. She found a strange comfort in knowing that the last thing she would see was his smiling face.


  



  Eileen awaited death quietly, her consciousness growing dimmer.


  



  Suddenly, she thought of Marlena, who had once come to her, asking to be taught how to die beautifully, longing to become the most beautiful corpse in the capital.


  



  At the time, Eileen hadn’t understood her, but now she knew exactly how she felt. For the sake of whoever would see her final moments, she wanted to die without appearing unsightly.


  



  She mustered all her remaining strength to lift the corners of her mouth into a smile, striving to give him one last, serene expression.


  



  “…”


  



  The sweet, smiling expression on Cesare’s face abruptly hardened. He released his grip on her throat, and as air rushed into her lungs, Eileen gasped desperately for breath.


  



  “Haa! Huff, huff…!”


  



  As she instinctively opened her mouth wide and gulped down air, Cesare stood up from the bed. He walked over to a small table and picked up the letter opener used for opening envelopes. Without hesitation, he sliced his palm.


  



  “Huh, C-Cesare…!”


  



  The sharp smell of blood filled the small bedroom. Eileen, horrified by the sight of him harming himself, managed to force out a plea, though her voice was barely audible.


  



  “Please, stop… Your hand…”


  



  She spoke through the pain lodged in her throat, but Cesare, staring straight at her, slashed his palm again with the letter opener.


  



  A second crimson line appeared on his hand, trembling slightly. Eileen let out a strangled scream, but it wasn’t enough to deter him. Cesare kept cutting his palm, over and over again.


  



  Blood streamed down his skin, dripping onto the floor and forming a growing puddle. Eileen forced herself to her feet. Though she wobbled as if she might collapse, she resolutely walked over and wrapped her arms around him.


  



  His self-destructive actions finally ceased. Holding him tightly, Eileen began to cry. She sobbed so hard that she forgot the pain in her raw throat, finally finding her voice.


  



  “Please… Please, stop… If you must, then hurt me instead… Please…”


  



  Shaking uncontrollably, she reached out toward Cesare. His red eyes, which had been fixed on her all along, slowly shifted. Cesare gazed at the small, pale hand she offered him, his breath growing unsteady.


  



  “…Eileen.”


  



  His voice was wavering.


  



  “You are…”


  



  Cesare’s eyes wavered as he asked softly,


  



  “You’re my Eileen, right?”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 83


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  It was such an obvious question. Eileen belonged to Cesare. As long as he didn’t cast her aside, she would never dream of leaving his embrace.


  



  When Eileen slowly nodded, the strength drained from Cesare’s hand. The letter opener clattered to the ground, ringing sharply.


  



  Those eyes again—hollow and desolate, like a ruined wasteland—shattered with nothing left behind…


  



  Cesare touched Eileen’s neck with his bloodstained hand, gently tracing the marks he had left on her skin. He ran his fingers over the bruises slowly before closing his eyes for a moment.


  



  “Why…”


  



  His ragged breathing steadied as he looked into Eileen’s eyes once more.


  



  “Why didn’t you resist?”


  



  His quiet question hung in the air as Eileen opened her lips to respond.


  



  “There must be… a reason…”


  



  She wanted to say she believed he had a reason for everything, that she trusted him implicitly. But her voice, broken and hoarse, couldn’t form the words. Cesare stopped her from speaking further.


  



  “Promise me, Eileen.”


  



  His voice was filled with desperation, like a man cornered at the edge of a cliff.


  



  “Promise me you won’t die for my sake.”


  



  He had asked something similar before, but it was a promise Eileen found hard to make. Yet, as Cesare urged her to give him her word, she had no choice but to agree.


  



  The moment she uttered her promise, Cesare pulled her into his arms, holding her tightly. Eileen felt a slight tremor. At first, she thought it was her own body trembling, but soon she realized the sensation was coming from Cesare.


  



  Without thinking, Eileen wrapped her arms around him in return. Her body, barely clinging to life, cried out with exhaustion and pain.


  



  Yet, she couldn’t help but hold him close. Cesare, silent, drew her even nearer.


  



  As the tension eased, her vision began to blur. Her body, having expended every last bit of energy, signaled its limit. Struggling against the drowsiness pulling at her, Eileen whispered to him in a voice so soft it was barely audible.


  



  That she was okay. That nothing hurt.


  



  Her voice, raspy and faint, struggled to carry the words, but they seemed to drift away, not reaching Cesare. The last image she saw before losing consciousness was his eyes, still filled with the desolation of a ruined wasteland.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  The relentless sound of rain pounding against the window tormented Cesare’s ears. The downpour showed no signs of letting up, hammering the glass as if to underscore the chaos within him. Cesare, with an impassive expression, watched the raindrops cascade down the windowpane before shifting his gaze to Eileen, who lay unconscious on the grand duchy’s bed.


  



  He had brought her back to the grand duchy after she had fainted, fearing that if she stayed asleep in that brick house, he might do something unspeakable again. After carrying her limp body back, he had carefully wiped the blood from her face with a damp cloth, changed her into fresh clothes, and laid her down to rest.


  



  Cesare stood by the window, glancing between Eileen and his own palm. The hand he had mutilated with a letter opener had already healed halfway. By tomorrow, the wound would be gone without a trace.


  



  Yet, even though the injuries healed quickly, it didn’t mean he was free from pain. Each time reality felt blurred, Cesare would harm himself again. Pain was one of the few ways he could remind himself that this world—where Eileen existed—was real.


  



  He stared at his palm for a long moment, a bitter smile forming on his lips. The more he recalled the moment he had wrapped his hands around Eileen’s neck, the more his mind became tangled, blending memories of reality and illusion into a chaotic mess. The rain outside, growing louder, only further clouded his thoughts.


  



  It had rained the day young Eileen slept in the Emperor’s palace bedroom, the day he nearly killed her in the brick house’s bedroom, and the day he visited the tavern where her severed head was displayed.


  



  His memories, tangled and distorted, had to be forcibly rearranged. He thought back to the time before he turned back the clock—when he returned victorious from war, only to learn of Eileen’s death.


  



  When he discovered that Eileen had been executed by beheading, it felt unreal. It was as though he was trapped in a nightmare, clinging to the vain hope that when he woke, Eileen would be alive again, breathing as if nothing had happened.


  



  But Cesare eventually came to realize the truth—that this was no nightmare, but a brutal reality.


  



  The day he visited the tavern where Eileen’s severed head had been displayed was a day of torrential rain. A clear sky had turned to a downpour in an instant. Cesare, drenched to the bone, stepped into the tavern. His knights, dressed in plain clothes, followed closely behind, dripping wet. The innkeeper rushed out, carrying an armful of dry cloths.


  



  Cesare took a towel from the innkeeper, casually drying himself as he scanned the room. The largest tavern on Fiore Street was packed despite the foul weather. As he took in the sight of the bustling patrons, the innkeeper shot him several nervous glances.


  



  Although he had pulled the hood of his cloak low, his tall stature made him stand out among the crowd. His knights, with their uncovered faces, drew even more attention.


  



  Cesare ignored the stares, handing the innkeeper a coin before being shown to a seat. As he and his entourage entered, the patrons glanced at them curiously but soon returned to their lively conversations.


  



  The tavern, saturated with the scent of alcohol and debauchery, buzzed with intoxicated patrons. Men with eyes gleaming with lust were already half out of their minds, lost in a drunken haze.


  



  They hurled crude jokes at the female singer performing in the center of the room, laughing obnoxiously. The singer, enduring the harassment, continued her song with a stony expression.


  



  ‘How can I not return to that day? You remain so vivid in my memory. You are still so clear within me…’


  



  Cesare scanned the faces of the patrons. Up until then, he had only intended to gather the necessary information and leave the tavern promptly.


  



  Then he overheard a conversation about Eileen.


  



  Cesare’s gaze fixed sharply on one of the men. The drunkard, oblivious to the crimson eyes boring into him, continued his vulgar display, mimicking a lewd gesture with his hand.


  



  “Ah, I got to her too late, so she was all ruined, but d@mn, she was still good. I bet the tavern owner made a fortune that day. They must’ve raked in all the money in Fiore—no, in the entire capital!”


  



  The men’s laughter grew louder as they added their own cruel commentary. They described how the tavern owner had struggled to keep the executed woman’s dead eyes open and how they had thought she was an unattractive wench when she was alive.


  



  To them, no noblewoman, regardless of her status, could ever compare to the allure of that executed woman. They lamented that if her body hadn’t decayed, they would still be enjoying her head displayed as a grotesque trophy. Even now, her story was a constant topic of conversation among patrons.


  



  Cesare listened to every word, absorbing their taunts and cruel mockery. The more he heard, the more his rage built. Finally, he erupted into a chilling laughter.


  



  He laughed for a while, the sound both unsettling and menacing, before slowly pushing back his chair and rising to his feet. Without a word, he made his way toward the men who were still reveling in their vile jokes about the young female convict.


  



  The men flinched, startled by the sudden approach of the tall figure. Cesare’s gaze swept over their table and settled on the long carving knife lying there.


  



  Without hesitation, Cesare picked up the knife.


  



  The loudest of the men let out a short, startled sound, bringing his hand up to his throat. That was his last moment.


  



  The knife slid out once more, and a fountain of blood followed. The man’s body toppled backward as the tavern echoed with a loud thud. The bustling tavern fell deathly silent.


  



  In the chilling stillness, Cesare’s knights sprang into action. Lotan, Diego, and Senon swiftly blocked every exit from the tavern, cutting off any chance of escape. Meanwhile, Michele leapt onto the stage, seized the lone woman present—the singer—and roughly shoved her into a corner to keep her out of harm’s way.


  



  And thus, the slaughter began.


  



  It was the first day that the sword, once a symbol of protection for the Traon Empire, turned against its own people.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 84


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare stood motionless in the center of the tavern, the blood-soaked knife heavy in his hand. He had just taken the lives of dozens of men—civilians, a first for him. As the commander-in-chief of the Imperial Army, this was an unprecedented and unforgivable act.


  



  By the laws of the empire, the men in the tavern were technically innocent. No law had been broken by desecrating the body of an executed criminal, regardless of how vile their behavior had been. Yet, the scale of his actions weighed heavily on him.


  



  But Cesare had killed them anyway. He had slit their throats, covered himself in their blood, and yet, the suffocating weight in his chest had not lifted. If anything, the sensation was tighter, like his breath was being squeezed from him.


  



  The girl he had cherished, his most precious Eileen, had been beheaded at the guillotine. Her once-beautiful form, now a macabre display, was nothing more than a grotesque trophy for the twisted amusement of others.


  



  Only after slaughtering dozens of those lecherous b@stards did Cesare finally realize what he truly desired. It wasn’t the Traon Empire he had wanted to protect. His laurel wreath was meant for Eileen and her alone.


  



  But Eileen no longer existed in this world.


  



  The full weight of that truth hit Cesare like a physical blow. The sensation of shattering inside him was more than mere anger; it was an intensity of emotion he had never before experienced.


  



  For someone like Cesare, who had always maintained a near-colorless emotional detachment, this profound agony was unbearable. He looked down at his blood-soaked hands and thought to himself:


  



  ‘Who must I kill to make this pain stop?’


  



  Yet even his once-brilliant mind could not conjure an answer. All that lay before him was an endless abyss.


  



  “…”


  



  Gradually, Cesare pulled himself out of his muddled memories. He wiped a hand over his face, forcing himself to piece together the fragments of his thoughts. He worked to separate reality from illusion, carefully stitching together his fractured mind.


  



  The rain’s persistent pounding clung to his ears, irritating him like a lingering itch. The urge to cut into himself, whether with a knife, a gun, or anything sharp enough, surged within him.


  



  But this was reality—the world where Eileen still existed. He had already committed one unforgivable act; if he did anything more, Eileen would not be able to endure it.


  



  Suppressing the futile urge, Cesare approached Eileen. She lay on the bed, looking as fragile as ever. Her face was pale, nearly corpse-like. Cesare gazed down at her for a long moment before bending closer, his face hovering near hers.


  



  He listened to her breathing for a while, then slowly traced the bandage wrapped around her neck with his fingertips. A self-deprecating smile flickered on his lips as he imagined the handprint likely etched beneath the bandage.


  



  “It’s absurd, Eileen.”


  



  His hand trembled slightly as it brushed the white fabric. He muttered hopelessly to the woman who couldn’t hear him.


  



  “I nearly killed you with my own hands.”


  



  He had endured so much pain to bring Eileen back, only to nearly destroy everything. He had believed he was holding up well, but his inability to distinguish between dream and reality revealed just how far he had fallen. He needed to end this before he shattered completely.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  Carefully, Cesare lay beside her. He knew all too well that he was the greatest threat to Eileen at that moment, but he couldn’t bring himself to let go. He wrapped his arms tightly around her small frame.


  



  “Eileen…”


  



  Tonight, he would not sleep.


  



  Throughout the long, sleepless night, Cesare watched over her, his gaze never leaving her face.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Eileen had returned a broken mess, with a bandage wrapped around her neck. She was at a loss for how to explain this to anyone. The thought of what she would say to the Grand Duchy’s staff or to Sonio weighed heavily on her mind.


  



  Yet no one asked her what had happened or how she had been injured. It seemed Cesare had already spoken to them beforehand.


  



  *Cesare…*


  



  Eileen sighed, setting her fountain pen aside. When she had woken that morning, Cesare was already gone. She had so many questions piling up inside her, waiting for him.


  



  And yet, when she faced him, she felt as though she wouldn’t be able to ask a single one. The memory of his hands tightening around her neck and the words he had spoken while doing so haunted her.


  



  “I love you.”


  



  Eileen had never truly understood Cesare before, but now he seemed even more incomprehensible. She had always trusted that he had his reasons and waited for him to reveal his intentions, but…


  



  But he’s hurting.


  



  She couldn’t stop thinking about his bloodshot eyes and the way he had stared directly at her as his palm pressed against her throat. The thought of him harming himself again terrified her.


  



  What if it happens again?


  



  Finding and removing the cause of his distress seemed like the best solution. But how could she get Cesare to open up? Was there another way to understand his strange behavior? As she pondered these questions, a voice interrupted her thoughts.


  



  “My lady.”


  



  Sonio’s gentle voice pulled Eileen out of her reverie. She realized with a start that she had been holding her fountain pen to the paper for too long, causing the ink to smudge across the page. She quickly lifted the pen, her face flushing with guilt as she looked up at Sonio.


  



  “It’s all right. It wasn’t an important document.”


  



  Sonio calmly replaced the ruined sheet with a fresh one. Eileen took a deep breath, steadying herself.


  



  Thanks to Sonio’s dedicated tutoring, Eileen had learned to handle most of her duties. Lately, Sonio only needed to assist her with more complex tasks or verify her work. Once she improved a few remaining areas, she would be able to manage everything on her own.


  



  Eileen resumed writing, the pen scratching lightly against the paper. Since she had injured her throat and decided to remain silent for the day, she had been communicating with Sonio through written notes.


  



  [Please take a look at this.]


  



  Eileen handed Sonio a piece of paper. She had momentarily forgotten about it while preoccupied with thoughts of Cesare, but today she needed to present it to him and get his opinion.


  



  It was a daily schedule she had drafted for the Grand Duchess, herself. Alongside her official duties, she had also planned time for her research into M*rpheus and her ongoing pharmacy work. The schedule was based on her observations of the household’s daily operations since moving into the grand duchy.


  



  Since it was just her initial idea, she wanted Sonio to review it and provide feedback. She had prepared three alternate schedules in case he found this one lacking.


  



  What if he rejects all of them?


  



  Eileen watched nervously as Sonio read through the schedule, trying to gauge his reaction. Her pen was poised, ready for his response.


  



  [In the morning, I handle the duties of the Grand Duchess. After lunch, I do research, and in the evening, I finish the remaining duties. What do you think?]


  



  She waited anxiously. Finally, Sonio looked up, his face filled with admiration.


  



  “I told you that you didn’t have to concern yourself with the duties of the Grand Duchess, but…”


  



  His expression was one of proud approval, like a parent watching their child achieve something remarkable. Eileen felt a bit shy receiving such praise for something she saw as her responsibility. She scratched her cheek awkwardly with the back of the pen, then wrote again.


  



  [I’d also like to hire someone new to assist me.]


  



  Sonio, the head steward who managed the entire Erzet household, had personally trained Eileen in the responsibilities of the Grand Duchess. His guidance had been instrumental in her swift transition.


  



  However, Eileen knew she couldn’t depend on Sonio forever. He was already occupied with overseeing Cesare’s affairs and managing other household duties. It was time to relieve him of her responsibilities.


  



  She couldn’t bear the thought of Cesare’s resources being squandered on her.


  



  For some reason, Sonio hesitated. He didn’t respond immediately, and when he did, there was a hint of sadness in his voice.


  



  “If that is your wish, my lady, I will make the arrangements.”


  



  His tone was tinged with disappointment and melancholy. Eileen was taken aback and quickly scribbled another note.


  



  [I enjoy working with you, Sonio! But you can’t spend all your time managing my affairs.]


  



  Despite her reassurance, Sonio’s expression remained somber. He murmured softly, his face still shadowed with sorrow.


  



  “You’re taking away an old man’s last joy…”


  



  In the end, Eileen had no choice but to promise that she would continue to rely on him. After they concluded their discussion about the schedule, she moved on to the next issue, her pen racing across the page.


  



  [Sonio…]


  



  She hesitated for a moment before finishing the sentence.


  



  [Cesare isn’t acting like himself.]


  



  There was no need for further explanation—Sonio would understand exactly what she meant.


  



  Eileen bit her lip, then made her first decision to assert her authority as Grand Duchess.


  



  [Can you summon His Grace’s knights?]


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 85


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  With everyone occupied with their own duties, it was challenging to gather all the knights. Eileen, not wishing to impose, decided to request the presence of only the knight with the most free time.


  



  That evening, Lotan arrived to see Eileen.


  



  [I’m sorry to call you so suddenly.]


  



  Eileen gazed at Lotan with a mix of gratitude and apology. Lotan furrowed his thick eyebrows, looking puzzled.


  



  “The Grand Duchess calls, so naturally, I must come,” he said firmly, almost as if scolding her for apologizing. Eileen nodded vigorously at his response.


  



  Taking a deep breath, Eileen prepared to speak. Her voice, strained and hoarse, barely rose above a whisper.


  



  “Lord Cesare… almost killed me.”


  



  It was clear that while Lotan knew Eileen had been harmed by Cesare, he was unaware of the specifics. Eileen struggled to continue, her words forcing their way out to the now stunned Lotan.


  



  “Then he… self-harmed in front of me.”


  



  Lotan’s face visibly shifted with shock. Eileen sipped her warm tea to soothe her aching throat before she spoke again.


  



  “I’m afraid it might happen again… and that Lord Cesare might seriously injure himself.”


  



  She drank more tea, savoring the warmth that eased her throat with each sip.


  



  As Eileen continued to drink, Lotan exhaled a long, heavy sigh.


  



  “Lady Eileen,” Lotan said, his scarred face contorted in anguish and his voice laden with pain.


  



  “Please, prioritize your own safety above all else.”


  



  His advice echoed what Cesare had said, but with a tone of deep concern. Eileen quickly scribbled, [I’ll try my best], on a piece of paper and showed it to him. Though Lotan’s expression remained troubled, he chose not to press the matter further.


  



  [If you know anything about His Grace’s condition… could you please tell me?]


  



  Eileen asked if Lotan had any idea why Cesare was harming himself, but despite her pleading and the strain in her voice, Lotan remained silent.


  



  Though usually gruff, Lotan had always been warm and kind toward Eileen. He was the type who often initiated conversations and enjoyed talking with her, so it was unusual for him to remain so quiet for this long.


  



  From his silence, Eileen could sense that Lotan knew something but was unable to share it with her.


  



  How frustrating.


  



  She could tell there was a reason he couldn’t speak, but it didn’t diminish her frustration. Biting her lip, feeling both drained and resigned, she picked up her pen to ask another question.


  



  [Then what should I do? If something similar happens again.]


  



  After a long silence, Lotan finally spoke, his gaze fixed on Eileen’s shaky handwriting. His words were completely unexpected.


  



  “If that happens again,” he said, “stab Lord Cesare with a knife.”


  



  Eileen’s mouth fell open in shock. Lotan continued, his tone oddly rational despite the absurdity of his suggestion.


  



  “You must stab him as if you intend to kill him. Only then will he come to his senses.”


  



  He further explained that Eileen should act without hesitation, assuring her that Lord Cesare wouldn’t die from the wound. Overwhelmed, Eileen immediately began to scribble frantically with her pen.


  



  [How could I possibly do that? I can’t do it! I’m not confident at all!]


  



  Lotan, carefully reading the hastily written and misspelled note, offered a new suggestion.


  



  “Are you not confident? Then how about training? I could teach you how to use a knife.”


  



  Eileen shook her head vigorously at the offer. The conversation had veered completely off course. She broke into a cold sweat, staring at Lotan in disbelief.


  



  His expression was entirely serious; there was no hint of jest in his demeanor. After his insistence on stabbing Cesare, they finally returned to the original topic.


  



  “We can’t tell you everything just yet. But one thing is certain,” Lotan said, maintaining his serious tone, “Lord Cesare, under no circumstances, would ever want to see you hurt. Never.”


  



  “That’s why I suggested you stab him with a knife,” Lotan explained, his tone unwavering.


  



  With that, the conversation concluded. After summoning someone only to end up discussing knife training, Eileen saw Lotan out to the front of the mansion.


  



  As Eileen watched Lotan’s carriage leave, her mind was filled with a whirl of complex thoughts. Amid her reflections, Sonio quietly approached and delivered an update.


  



  “His Highness has returned. He is in the courtyard. Would you like to go see him?”


  



  Typically, Cesare would be the first to seek out Eileen upon returning to the mansion. The fact that Sonio was informing her of his arrival suggested he had not come to find her today, and she wondered if he might not visit her at all.


  



  “I haven’t seen him since this morning,” Eileen replied, noting that Cesare usually made it a point to see her first, even though they lived in the same house after she became Grand Duchess. It seemed that today, it was her turn to seek him out. She thanked Sonio and made her way to the courtyard.


  



  The courtyard was illuminated by lanterns and moonlight, making the night scene clear and visible. Eileen walked quietly across the spacious area, which was meticulously maintained by the mansion’s gardeners. The expansive courtyard was a focal point for guests, with every plant and flower carefully arranged.


  



  As Eileen approached, she saw Cesare standing under an orange tree. He leaned against the tree, his expression stoic, as he smoked a cigarette.


  



  The sight of Cesare smoking was unfamiliar to Eileen, and she came to an abrupt halt. His red eyes met hers with an unsettling calmness, as if he had been aware of her presence all along and was not surprised by her arrival.


  



  A peculiar silence settled between them. Cesare lowered the cigarette and exhaled the smoke, then extinguished it in a decorative ashtray that had blended seamlessly into the surroundings.


  



  As Eileen took in the sight of the ashtray, she noticed the ornate object standing like a pillar under the orange tree. It was only then that she realized its purpose.


  



  Cesare brushed off his clothes with a casual motion before turning his gaze back to Eileen. She hesitated momentarily but eventually approached him. Cesare remained still until she reached him.


  



  Standing before Cesare, Eileen looked up at him, taking a deep breath. The faint smell of cigarette smoke lingered, marking the first time she had encountered such an odor from him.


  



  Faced with this unfamiliar side of Cesare, Eileen blinked several times, struggling to find the right words. Her initial plan to greet him casually seemed inadequate in this tense moment, and her lips remained tightly closed, perhaps due to his unfamiliar demeanor today.


  



  After a lengthy pause, Cesare suddenly leaned closer.


  



  “Why did you ask someone else?” he asked, his breath warm against her cheek. His voice was soft but insistent. “Instead of asking your husband directly.”


  



  Eileen swallowed nervously. Her throat, though still slightly hoarse from a day of tea and medicine, was no longer severely painful. Determined to maintain her composure, she replied with steady effort.


  



  “Will you tell me if I ask?”


  



  Cesare, intently watching her, responded calmly, “Only what I wish to reveal.”


  



  Summoning her courage despite her anxiety, Eileen asked, “Please show me your palm.”


  



  Cesare willingly removed his gloves and revealed his palm. The scar from the letter knife had completely vanished. Eileen examined his hand and then met his gaze, which he held steady.


  



  Realizing that this might be her only opportunity to get an answer, Eileen grasped his hand tightly and asked, “Why did you do that at the brick house?”


  



  The wind rustled through the orange tree’s leaves, creating a soothing, wave-like sound. Cesare’s gaze remained fixed on Eileen, unwavering and intense.


  



  At first, it seemed he might remain silent, but he began to speak in a dry, detached tone, as if recounting someone else’s story.


  



  “I once had a dream where we lived together in the brick house.”


  



  He reached out with his free hand and unwrapped Eileen’s bandage, skillfully undoing the knot around her neck.


  



  “It was a long dream. I was trapped in it and wandered for what felt like an eternity. To escape—”


  



  The white bandage fell away, revealing the scars beneath. Cesare’s voice grew distant as he continued.


  



  “I had to kill you.”


  



  Eileen was silent, absorbing the weight of his words. Cesare’s tone softened as he added, “But yesterday, for a moment, I couldn’t distinguish between dream and reality…”


  



  His voice trailed off, and he offered a faint, hollow smile. Though his expression remained calm, his eyes appeared as dry and fragmented as shattered glass.


  



  Seeing the pain in his eyes, Eileen felt a pang of heartache, as if she were holding shards of glass in her bare hands. Struggling to contain the anguish, she spoke softly.


  



  “…It was just a dream. It wasn’t really me.”


  



  She wished that he would not be tormented by illusions of her. Clutching his hand tightly, Eileen whispered, “I’m here now, Cesare.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 86


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  After finishing her words, Eileen bit the inside of her cheek, realizing she had spoken rashly by assuming Cesare’s intentions. Now she worried that she had been too presumptuous.


  



  Unable to meet his gaze, she lowered her eyes and nervously assessed his reaction. Trying to gently release the hand she was holding, she was taken aback when Cesare tightened his grip once more.


  



  His hold was firm and somewhat rough. Startled, Eileen flinched, prompting him to quickly loosen his grasp. Although his grip softened considerably, he did not let go.


  



  For a while, they stood there, holding hands. Then, soft droplets of water began to touch Eileen’s cheek. The drizzle gradually intensified, and soon rain was filling the air. The sky, which had been cloudy all day, had now started to rain once again.


  



  Fortunately, it wasn’t the torrential downpour of the previous day. The rain fell gently through the leaves, soaking Cesare and Eileen gradually.


  



  Despite the rain, neither of them suggested going back into the mansion. They simply stood there beneath the orange tree.


  



  After a while, Cesare let out a low sigh and released Eileen’s hand. He took out a handkerchief and handed it to her before removing his uniform jacket and draping it over her head.


  



  Now sheltered by the large jacket, Eileen looked up at Cesare as he wiped the rain from his face with the back of his hand.


  



  “Go inside.”


  



  Eileen shook her head. “I want to stay by your side, Cesare.”


  



  He gestured to the marks on his neck and asked, “Even after what happened?”


  



  “Yes.”


  



  When Eileen showed no sign of backing down, Cesare stifled a bitter laugh.


  



  “I’m just going to smoke.”


  



  He adjusted the jacket over her shoulders, letting her know she didn’t have to stay and endure the smell of smoke.


  



  Clutching his jacket and handkerchief tightly, Eileen asked, “Even so, can I stay by your side?”


  



  “…”


  



  “I want to see you smoke.”


  



  From a young age, Eileen had enjoyed observing plants, meticulously examining and recording every detail. But in truth, there was something she found even more fascinating than plants.


  



  It was Cesare.


  



  Since the day she met him, Cesare had become the most intriguing subject in her world. Every time she saw him, Eileen would carefully document new observations about him in her journal.


  



  She wanted to learn more about the facets of Cesare that remained unknown to her. Today, she was particularly interested in understanding the unfamiliarity she felt when she watched him smoke.


  



  But beyond her curiosity, there was a more urgent feeling.


  



  ‘I don’t want to leave Cesare alone.’


  



  Both yesterday and today, Cesare seemed on edge, as if he were holding a blade to his own throat. The idea of protecting a man who appeared fearless seemed absurd, so Eileen kept her feelings to herself. But in that moment, she was resolute in staying by his side.


  



  ‘He keeps saying strange things…’


  



  Cesare wasn’t the type to be unsettled by something as trivial as a dream, which only deepened her concern. The fact that he had killed her in his dream didn’t matter much; after all, she had already resolved to give her life for him in reality. How many times she died in a dream was inconsequential.


  



  Eileen wanted to share her thoughts with Cesare but was afraid he might scold her, so she remained silent, simply waiting for his response.


  



  When she showed no intention of going inside and only gazed up at him, Cesare frowned. He drew her closer to shield her from the rain and then took out a fresh cigarette. As he lit it, he muttered,


  



  “It was my mistake.”


  



  The cigarette glowed red as it ignited. Holding it between his fingers, he continued, “I should have taught you how to be wary of me.”


  



  Cesare’s eyes narrowed as he studied Eileen. She mentally countered his remark, thinking it wouldn’t have worked even if he had taught her. Yet, she kept this thought to herself.


  



  He smoked in silence while Eileen stood calmly by his side. The rhythmic patter of raindrops against the leaves filled the quiet space.


  



  His black hair, damp from the rain, clung to his pale skin. With his gaze lowered, Cesare smoked with an indifferent expression, occasionally turning his head to blow out the smoke.


  



  Each time Cesare exhaled, Eileen scrunched up her nose at the strong smell. It was harsh, but it was Cesare, so it seemed bearable. When Ornella smoked, Eileen had found it unpleasant, but now, with Cesare, it felt different.


  



  As she watched him smoke under the orange tree in the rain, she found herself asking without thinking,


  



  “Can I try it too?”


  



  Cesare let out a small, incredulous laugh.


  



  “What, do you want to try everything I do?”


  



  “That’s not it, but…”


  



  She had expected him to refuse outright, but to her surprise, he didn’t say no. Instead, he placed the cigarette he had been smoking between her lips.


  



  Eileen blinked in astonishment, finding the cigarette now resting on her lips. Without any further instruction, she instinctively took a deep inhale, only to be immediately overcome by a loud coughing fit.


  



  The harsh smoke made her eyes water, and her face turned red as she struggled to catch her breath. Cesare quickly snuffed out the cigarette in an ashtray and took back the handkerchief he had given her, gently wiping her mouth as she continued to cough.


  



  “You’ve experienced it now. You won’t be eager to try it again, will you?” he said with a teasing tone.


  



  Despite his playful words, Eileen understood the underlying message. It seemed he was trying to warn her that not everything he did was meant for her.


  



  Cesare didn’t try to hide his intentions. He made it clear enough that even someone as oblivious as Eileen could understand.


  



  Eileen looked up at Cesare with teary eyes, and he stared down at her in silence. Their gazes lingered for a long time, and in that moment, Eileen realized how completely she was surrounded by him—his clothes, the smoke from his cigarette, even the marks he had left on her neck. Everything enveloped her.


  



  Wrapped in his large coat, shielding her from the rain, Eileen softly parted her lips.


  



  “Cesare…”


  



  Under the intensity of his crimson gaze, she whispered in a cracked voice.


  



  “I know I’m not reliable, but I’ll do my best. So…”


  



  A faint pain throbbed in her throat. Eileen swallowed, pushing the discomfort aside, and continued, “If there’s anything, anything at all that I can do to help, please tell me.”


  



  She wished she could take on his suffering herself. With that desperate hope, she looked at Cesare almost pleadingly.


  



  Even in the dark, his crimson eyes shone vividly, an unnatural light that felt almost inhuman, like a spear piercing straight through her heart. Eileen held her breath, waiting for his response.


  



  Eventually, Cesare gave a faint smile. He tugged at the coat covering her, letting it fall to the wet ground with a soft thud. Without concern for the mud staining the jacket, he gently cupped Eileen’s cheeks with both hands.


  



  Then, he bent down and quietly kissed her. In the rain, under the orange tree, their lips met in silence. Eileen closed her eyes and returned the kiss.


  



  After a few moments of tender intimacy, Cesare slowly pulled away. He licked his wet lips and stared at her with unwavering intensity.


  



  Drenched from the rain, he exuded a dangerous allure. His red eyes seemed even more vivid, almost glowing.


  



  “If you’re going to develop some wariness,” he said, his eyes briefly narrowing, “I’ll have to be even worse.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 87


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Michele understood. Her master had been born a prince, which naturally led him to become a soldier—and as a soldier, he killed people.


  



  Had he been the son of a butcher, he would have likely ended up slaughtering cows or pigs instead. For Cesare, there was little distinction between humans and animals. Killing held no real significance for him.


  



  “If he’d been a butcher’s son, I’d probably be gutting cows right alongside him,” Michele mumbled to herself, reflecting on Cesare’s recent actions. Diego, standing beside her, interrupted.


  



  “His Excellency?”


  



  “…Ah.”


  



  Michele scratched her head awkwardly, realizing her lapse. Regardless of his origins, Cesare would have always risen to the top. She chuckled, pointed toward the building, and whistled sharply.


  



  Whiiik—the piercing sound sliced through the still night air, and instantly, the soldiers stationed outside stormed the building.


  



  As they smashed through the doors, the people inside screamed and fled in panic. However, those under the influence of alcohol and drugs were too unsteady to escape swiftly. The soldiers quickly apprehended the staggering figures.


  



  Michele, who walked in leisurely, grabbed one of them by the head as he tried to scurry past like a rat and slammed him onto a table.


  



  ‘Thud!’ The table threatened to break with the force of the impact. With an indifferent expression, Michele repeatedly bashed the man’s head against the table with a steady rhythm—thud, thud, thud.


  



  “Ugh…”


  



  Diego, who had followed her inside, grimaced as he stepped around a tooth that had fallen from the bloody man’s mouth. He scanned the building while Michele, having knocked the man unconscious, tossed him aside and joined Diego.


  



  “Godd@mn idiots,” Michele muttered. “I told them not to touch that stuff, but these fools treat the Empire’s laws like they’re nothing.”


  



  Diego shrugged at Michele’s coarse language, which was no different from that of any common thug. Officially, this operation was about arresting drug users, but there was no real reason for Michele and Diego to be involved in something as trivial as rounding up addicts.


  



  The real purpose of their presence was to secure a list of the nobles using drugs in this place. Cesare had given specific orders, down to the exact date, so there was no doubt the list would be accurate.


  



  But Diego, who was supposed to be assisting with the search, seemed distracted. He stopped his search and approached Michele.


  



  Michele, who had been firing shots into a suspicious corner, paused and turned to him. “What’s up?”


  



  “Do you remember when we blew up that tavern in Fiore?”


  



  “Oh, yeah.”


  



  After Cesare executed the King of Kalpen, he had blown up one of the largest taverns in Fiore. At the time, it had seemed like an odd decision, and even Cesare’s knights had been puzzled by the sudden and seemingly random act.


  



  “Now that I think about it… maybe that tavern was ‘the’ place.”


  



  His vague comment was clear enough to Michele. It was a guess that Eileen’s corpse might have been desecrated there after her death.


  



  Michele holstered her gun and crossed her arms over her chest, her brows furrowing so tightly that her freckles seemed to bunch together.


  



  “I’ve been pondering something, too. Remember that delusion Senon mentioned? In that delusion, what choices would we have made? I suppose we would have followed His Excellency, as always.”


  



  “…Most likely.”


  



  It wasn’t certain, but what Cesare had just begun beneath the surface in the Traon Empire—a subtle yet relentless purge—would be nothing compared to what was to come.


  



  Though he was the Supreme Commander of Traon, Cesare lacked any genuine sense of patriotism. The same went for his knights. They were likely devoted to Cesare to the extent that they would eagerly participate in the slaughter themselves.


  



  For the sake of the dead Eileen…


  



  Michele spat a curse, the mere thought of it souring her mood. The idea of ‘the dead’ Eileen was revolting.


  



  “You heard from Lotan, didn’t you?”


  



  “…”


  



  Michele pressed her lips together and nodded in response to the sudden question. When they had learned that their master had nearly killed Eileen, the knights were left momentarily speechless.


  



  They had realized that Cesare’s mental state was far more unstable than they had imagined, but even so, they had no clear solution, leaving them feeling helpless.


  



  “For now, it’s best not to do anything that might provoke His Excellency.”


  



  Diego sighed, his face etched with concern as he shared his worries with Michele.


  



  “But that guy… he said he’s coming with the professors. To see Lady Eileen.”


  



  Michele narrowed her eyes and asked in disbelief.


  



  “…You mean that stalker b’stard?”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  A faint trace of cigarette smoke lingered in the air, like a distant memory brushing against the tip of her nose. Eileen absentmindedly rubbed her cheek as the events of the previous night replayed in her mind.


  



  She recalled standing side by side in the rain beneath the orange trees, sharing a kiss.


  



  “Not all rainy days are bad, after all,” Cesare had said, leading her back into the mansion. As they entered, Sonio, who had been observing from the courtyard, immediately approached with a dry towel.


  



  Although Eileen hadn’t gotten too wet—Cesare had draped his uniform coat over her—he still made sure to tend to her first. He handed his soaked uniform to Sonio and gently dried Eileen with the towel.


  



  ‘We slept together too.’


  



  She had fallen asleep in Cesare’s arms, the sound of rain soothing her. Cesare had seemed to sleep well as well. Though she hadn’t seen him asleep, his calmer expression this morning suggested he had rested better than usual.


  



  Eileen smiled to herself, then quickly composed her expression. Even though no one was watching, she felt a pang of embarrassment. Shaking her head, she refocused on her research.


  



  The grand duke’s laboratory was equipped with every tool Eileen needed, a far cry from her previous days of tinkering in a dingy room with outdated equipment.


  



  Back then, she had experimented with cheap, low-purity opium, but now she had access to fresh opium and could use it freely, thanks to Cesare’s unwavering support. His backing had made the experiments progress much more smoothly.


  



  While waiting for the water to boil, Eileen meticulously reviewed her experiment log.


  



  Her goal was to extract about 10% of the analgesic component in op!um in crystalline form. However, isolating the pain-relieving agent from the unnecessary compounds was proving more challenging than she had anticipated.


  



  She had been filtering the opium with boiling water and repeatedly adding various chemical compounds in an effort to refine it.


  



  ‘Sigh…’


  



  Impatience began to creep in as she yearned for quicker results. Though she reminded herself to stay calm, her heart refused to settle.


  



  To soothe her mind, Eileen glanced at the poppy she had placed by the window. Its red petals, bathed in sunlight, looked vibrant and fresh. The sight of the crimson color naturally reminded her of someone.


  



  The analgesic she was developing, named Morpheus, was inspired by the god of dreams. Eileen hoped that patients suffering from pain would find relief and restful sleep through Morpheus.


  



  According to myth, there were two doors in the realm of the dream god: one made of bone and the other of ivory.


  



  Dreams that passed through the bone door were meaningless and easily forgotten. However, those that passed through the ivory door carried the will of the gods.


  



  Eileen wondered if Cesare’s dreams had come through the ivory door. If so, what meaning might they hold? From what Cesare had said, it seemed he had been having the same dream repeatedly…


  



  ‘And of all things, a dream where he kills me.’


  



  It was impossible not to be curious about the meaning behind it. Just as Eileen was about to turn off the gas, the water fully boiled, a polite knock echoed through the lab. A servant followed, announcing the arrival of a guest.


  



  “A guest has arrived for you. They’re early for their scheduled appointment. Should I ask them to wait?”


  



  “No, that’s alright. I’ll be right out!”


  



  Eileen quickly tidied up her lab equipment and hurried out. It was a visitor she had been eagerly anticipating: her professors from her university days.


  



  She straightened her outfit and descended to the drawing room. There, she found a middle-aged man and woman, along with a young man who sat awkwardly, glancing around nervously. They seemed overwhelmed by the grandeur of the grand duke’s residence.


  



  The guests, who had been clinking their teacups awkwardly, immediately rose to their feet when Eileen entered the room. At first, they didn’t recognize her and hesitated, but when she greeted them with a bright smile, they finally realized who she was and called out her name.


  



  “Eileen!”


  



  The professors exclaimed with joy, but their enthusiasm quickly waned as they glanced around at the servants. Though the servants continued to smile, their eyes lacked warmth, making the professors visibly nervous.


  



  “It’s an honor to meet you…” one professor stammered, trying to be polite. Before they could continue, Eileen stepped forward and clasped their hands tightly.


  



  “Welcome! I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all.”


  



  Her warm greeting brought an emotional gleam to the professors’ eyes. Just then, the young man who had been quietly standing by finally spoke up.


  



  “How have you been?”


  



  The young man had a friendly, open face, but Eileen didn’t recognize him. She blinked in confusion, assuming he was one of the professors’ students. The man offered a sheepish smile and introduced himself.


  



  “I’m Lucio.”


  



  “What? Lucio… senior?”


  



  Eileen’s shock was evident. Lucio had been her closest senior during her university days, but his appearance had changed so dramatically that she hadn’t recognized him at all.


  



  “I’ve missed you, Lady Eileen.”


  



  As Eileen stood there, wide-eyed, Lucio added with a soft smile,


  



  “Truly, a lot.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 88


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  When Eileen first entered university, she faced severe bullying. Admitted at a young age through a letter of recommendation from the prince, it was no surprise that both students and professors harbored grudges against her.


  Though she told herself it was inevitable, there were times when the loneliness was hard to bear. After spending an entire day without talking to anyone, she would retreat to her dorm room and write about her day in her journal, often thinking about Cesare and the knights back in the capital.


  How wonderful it would be to have someone to talk to and laugh with.


  However, Eileen knew well that attending university was a privilege she didn’t take for granted. She wasn’t in a position to complain about loneliness or exhaustion. She had to excel and achieve high grades to repay Cesare, who had supported her in every way. Whenever she felt weary, she thought of Cesare, reading his few letters over and over until they were worn, using them to steady her wavering heart.


  As she dedicated herself to her studies day after day, her efforts began to pay off. What had initially seemed overwhelming and difficult started to make sense. She began to understand how to take notes, complete assignments, conduct experiments, and prepare for exams—skills that were new to her.


  It was around the time when Eileen’s grades began to improve that she met Lucio, her senior.


  One day, Eileen noticed a large man in the library. He had a big, stocky build, messy hair, and oversized glasses. He stood awkwardly in front of the librarian, nervously clutching a slip of paper. After a long hesitation, he finally mustered the courage to speak in a small voice.


  “Um… do you know when it’ll be returned?”


  “It’ll come back when it comes back.”


  Apparently, someone had borrowed the book he wanted. The librarian replied without even looking up, her tone indifferent.


  As the dejected man turned to leave, he bumped into Eileen, who was standing nearby. He flinched, his gaze locking on the book in Eileen’s hands. Eileen blinked in surprise and asked,


  “Were you looking for this book? I’ll return it right now.”


  She smiled, offering to let him borrow it immediately since there were no reservations. However, the man remained silent. Noticing his lack of response, Eileen’s smile faltered, and she hesitated before speaking again, feeling a bit disheartened.


  “Oh… I’m sorry if I offended you.”


  She regretted being too forward with someone who probably didn’t want to interact. As she mentally chided herself, the man suddenly shuddered and stammered,


  “N-no, you didn’t offend me. It’s just… you’re the first person to talk to me.”


  Hearing his words and seeing his flushed face, Eileen felt a strong sense of kinship. She had experienced the same isolation.


  No one had ever spoken to Eileen either. Even when she tried to initiate conversations, most people ignored her. Whenever she offered help, it was often met with annoyance and accusations of being bothersome.


  Today, she had thought she had once again intruded by being too nosy and was regretting it. But this time, someone had responded. Eileen couldn’t help but smile brightly, unaware that the man was staring at her in shock. She cheerfully replied,


  “It’s the first time someone’s responded to me, too!”


  And that’s how Eileen and Lucio began to bond. Despite frequent mockery from others who sneered that only gloomy people spent time together, Eileen remained unfazed. She was too absorbed in her studies to concern herself with such remarks. Simply having someone to share small moments of her daily life with was enough for her.


  Lucio proved to be a genuinely kind and supportive senior. As it turned out, he was studying the same field and helped Eileen adjust to university life in various ways.


  He would set aside time to teach her and, from a certain point onward, he willingly lent her his belongings whenever she misplaced something. When Eileen lost her handkerchief, he even gifted her a new one.


  “This is too expensive…” Eileen protested.


  “It’s a… a token of my gratitude,” Lucio replied, his face reddening.


  The handkerchief was obviously high-quality. When Eileen tried to refuse it, Lucio, his face flushed with embarrassment, stammered, “I really… hope you’ll use it.”


  Eventually, Eileen gathered what little money she had and bought him a similar gift. Unfortunately, she lost the handkerchief shortly after using it. When she apologized to Lucio, he gave her another new one.


  Lucio also enjoyed giving Eileen various small gifts: beautiful water bottles for carrying water, small plates and forks for snacks, pens and notebooks for taking notes—each item small but thoughtful.


  Whenever Eileen tried to refuse his gifts, finding it hard to repay them, Lucio would become visibly upset. He implored her to accept them, and with his dejected demeanor, Eileen had no choice but to accept. Even though she often lost the items shortly after receiving them, she deeply appreciated his kindness.


  Thanks to Lucio, Eileen adjusted well to university life. As she began achieving high grades and catching the professors’ attention, other students gradually started to approach her.


  She naturally made many friends, but Eileen always held Lucio in the highest regard and remained close to him. Their smooth relationship, however, was abruptly cut short one day.


  “I’m… sorry. I’m a bad, bad person…”


  Lucio suddenly appeared in the middle of the night, mumbling incoherent words. He returned the items she had lost over time and then vanished as if he were fleeing.


  Before Eileen could even ask what was happening, she learned the next day that Lucio had taken a leave of absence.


  Several months later, Eileen received a letter from her mother, which required her to suspend her studies and return to the capital. She tried to push thoughts of Lucio out of her mind, but…


  “I didn’t recognize you.”


  Lucio appeared with a completely transformed look. Just as Eileen had removed her glasses and cut her bangs, Lucio had also trimmed his once-messy hair and ditched his glasses. The stammering and averted gaze that had characterized him were gone, leaving him almost unrecognizable.


  As Eileen stared at him in astonishment, Lucio blushed slightly and touched his cheek—a habit he had when he was embarrassed.


  His face turned a faint red, reminiscent of how he used to be. The fresh memories of their past made Eileen smile softly.


  “It’s you, Eileen… who has changed so much.”


  Yet, Lucio had changed in more ways than just his appearance. It felt strange to see him looking her straight in the eye, a stark contrast to his previous demeanor. While Eileen observed him with this newfound sense of unfamiliarity, the professors approached her.


  “Eileen… congratulations on your marriage.”


  The professors spoke awkwardly, their words coming out like a broken wind-up toy. They handed her a thick document, glancing nervously at the surrounding staff.


  “This is… the research paper published in the academic journal… and thanks to the Grand Duke’s gracious permission…”


  As the professors struggled to organize their thoughts, Eileen, sensing their discomfort, took the initiative to interrupt.


  “Professor.”


  “Please, feel free to treat me as a student still eager to learn from you.”


  The professors looked at her for a moment, exchanging uneasy glances. After a brief, tense pause, they finally got to the point.


  “With the Grand Duke’s permission, we would like to assist with the research currently being conducted by the Grand Duchess.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The man desperately rolled his eyes. His severed limbs were some of the few parts of him still able to move freely. Lotan gazed at the man with an indifferent expression, exhaling cigarette smoke.


  After continuing to smoke for a while, he shoved the cigarette into the man’s mouth. The man squirmed in agony as the burning tobacco seared his flesh.


  “Ugh, nngh…”


  The man writhed in pain, desperately trying to suppress his groans. He knew that the presence before him did not tolerate noise.


  Amidst the flickering lights and the sounds of pain, the rustling of turning pages broke the silence. It was an incongruous sound, emanating from Cesare. Reclining loosely in his chair, he leisurely turned the pages of his book before speaking abruptly.


  “What about Eileen?”


  “She is with the scheduled guest who arrived early. However, an uninvited guest has joined them—Lucio Zaetani.”


  There was no need to elaborate further about Lucio; Cesare recalled everything about Eileen with vivid clarity.


  “I permitted the visit of the guest, but…”


  Cesare closed the book he had been reading.


  “I never authorized the intrusion of pests into the house.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 89


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare was well aware of Lucio Zaetani. He had been a persistent nuisance during Eileen’s university days.


  



  Initially, Cesare had tolerated Lucio when he helped Eileen adjust to university life. However, Lucio’s behavior soon became stalker-like and troublesome for Eileen.


  



  Unaware of Lucio’s true nature, Eileen saw him only as a helpful senior and had no idea he had misused stolen items.


  



  When Cesare learned of the situation, he had instructed that it be handled discreetly. There was no need to burden Eileen with such unsavory details; he merely ordered Lucio to be intimidated and driven away.


  



  Though Cesare had spared Lucio’s life to keep Eileen company, it was perplexing that Lucio would have the audacity to return, especially to the Grand Duke’s residence.


  



  The notion of him pretending to be a pure-hearted suitor was almost laughable.


  



  “I apologize,” Lotan began.


  



  He then reported, “Lucio Zaetani is on the verge of securing the youngest professorship. With his extensive knowledge in pharmacology and his connection with Eileen, it seems the professors have brought him here of their own accord.”


  



  From the professors’ perspective, who were unaware of the full context, there was no reason not to bring Lucio. It was done in the name of supporting Eileen.


  



  This was also in line with Cesare’s orders: to do whatever was necessary for Eileen’s benefit.


  



  “We can still exclude him,” Lotan said bluntly.


  



  Cesare chuckled at Lotan’s suggestion.


  



  “If he has some utility, then make use of him and discard him later.”


  



  Especially since Eileen would likely appreciate it. Lotan, understanding Cesare’s intentions, had likely refrained from intervening when reporting Lucio’s presence. Following his sharp subordinate’s judgment, Cesare decided against ordering Lucio’s removal and simply said:


  



  “It’s time to go home.”


  



  “I will take care of it.”


  



  Lotan’s words were met with a nod of approval from Cesare. He then seized the man by the head with his large hands. The man, held firmly, stared wide-eyed as tears quickly filled his bloodshot eyes.


  



  “P-please, spare me…”


  



  Before his desperate pleas could even finish, Lotan twisted the man’s head. The sound of bones snapping echoed. The man was instantly killed.


  



  Cesare rose from his chair, placing the book under his arm, and walked over to the lifeless body. He looked down at the dead man with an indifferent gaze.


  



  This man was the last on the initial list.


  



  With all the easy targets dealt with, only high-ranking nobles or individuals with complex connections remained—targets that were more difficult to handle.


  



  As Cesare considered the names on his second list, he pulled out his pocket watch. The plain silver watch, devoid of any patterns, was opened to check the time.


  



  Lotan understood that Cesare’s curiosity about the time was secondary. Occasionally, Cesare checked the watch as if to reaffirm its presence. After a brief glance, he touched the watch once more and closed it with a click.


  



  Lotan, standing with his hands clasped behind his back, observed Cesare’s gaze. The calm, red eyes briefly reassured him, but he quickly returned to his usual stoic demeanor.


  



  Cesare, having carefully put away the pocket watch, offered a slight smile, as if acknowledging Lotan’s anxiety.


  



  “It’s still fine.”


  



  In response to the unspoken question, Cesare murmured in a low voice, “…For now.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Glenda and Elio, professors of pharmacology and botany, were leading a peaceful life when they were suddenly astonished to read in the newspaper that their former student had become the Grand Duchess of Erzet.


  



  The Grand Duchess depicted in the newspaper was a far cry from the student they had known. Eileen had been bright and cheerful but had always worn her bangs down and glasses, giving her a rather unassuming appearance.


  



  Seeing the photo of their former student in a wedding dress, looking immaculate and smiling shyly, left the professors almost in shock.


  



  At first, they doubted whether the photo had been published by mistake. However, it was evident that the Grand Duke of Erzet would not tolerate such an error. Despite their surprise at their student’s dramatic transformation, Glenda and Elio sent congratulatory letters with genuine happiness.


  



  They eagerly anticipated visiting the Duchy and catching up, but then…


  



  “Please assist the Grand Duchess with her ongoing research.”


  



  Suddenly, soldiers barged into the professors’ laboratory while they were peacefully preparing for their trip to the Duchy. The soldiers delivered the Grand Duke’s ‘request,’ which, despite their naivety, the professors could tell was actually a command.


  



  Before leaving for the Duchy, Glenda and Elio were filled with concern. Although Eileen had worked with Lucio, someone they suspected might be dangerous, they worried about his well-being.


  



  Despite their own age and experience, the thought of Lucio—who had a bright future ahead of him—being in harm’s way made them anxious. However, Lucio’s insistence on accompanying them led to their joint departure for the Duchy.


  



  While they were well-acquainted with Eileen’s character, they were apprehensive that she might have changed after acquiring wealth and power. They feared that their cherished student might have been transformed by the Duke of Erzet.


  



  Yet, their fears were quickly dispelled upon meeting Eileen. Although she had undergone a remarkable transformation, appearing breathtakingly glamorous with strikingly colored eyes and luxurious clothing befitting her high status, her personality remained unchanged. Eileen still smiled with the same innocent charm she had during her student days. She welcomed the professors with genuine joy and seemed disappointed that they appeared uneasy around her.


  



  Glenda and Elio were eager to assist their beloved student with her research, not out of obligation but from genuine concern. They were pleased to learn that Eileen had continued her research diligently after leaving the university.


  



  However, when they offered to help with her current research, Eileen’s expression darkened for reasons unknown. She struggled to articulate her thoughts and appeared overwhelmed.


  



  While Glenda and Elio were puzzled by her reaction, Eileen was deeply troubled by a dilemma.


  



  ‘Cesare…’


  



  While the professors’ help would undoubtedly benefit her research, Eileen couldn’t accept their offer so readily. The research involved opiates, and accepting their assistance would essentially place them in the same dangerous situation she was in.


  



  Cesare might protect the professors from execution, which was likely why he was encouraging their involvement with Eileen. But…


  



  ‘How could he do this knowing everything? Especially with Lucio here.’


  



  If something went wrong, Cesare might save Eileen but abandon the professors. Eileen knew she couldn’t drag her mentors into such a perilous situation, even if Cesare had good intentions.


  



  After resolving her thoughts, Eileen spoke cautiously.


  



  “I appreciate the offer, but… I’ll try to handle this research on my own.”


  



  Understanding her hesitation without pressing further, Glenda and Elio remained silent. To ease the tension, Eileen forced a cheerful smile.


  



  “Have you explored the Duchy yet? It would be good to buy any supplies you might need while you’re here.”


  



  The Duchy boasted many intriguing shops, including those selling quality lab equipment and rare books. Eileen suggested they take the time to explore the city, as she had planned an itinerary for their visit.


  



  “Are you coming along too, Eileen?”


  



  Lucio’s sudden question was met with a simple confirmation from Eileen. She had many things she wanted to discuss with Lucio.


  



  As they prepared to leave, two cars waited outside the mansion. The professors got into the rear car, while Lucio naturally joined Eileen in the same car, causing Sonio’s expression to tighten slightly.


  



  Eileen, unaware of Sonio’s concerns, bid him farewell. As the car pulled away, Lucio cast a wary glance at the driver’s seat.


  



  The uniformed driver seemed to make Lucio uneasy, though his presence was essential for Eileen’s protection. The driver remained silent, and eventually, Lucio broke the silence.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  Eileen, who was getting ready to catch up with Lucio, was taken aback by his unexpected comment.


  



  “In the past… I liked you, Eileen.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen, who was about to ask how Lucio had been, found herself at a loss for words. Seeing Eileen’s wide-eyed surprise, Lucio gave a small, knowing smile.


  



  “It’s all in the past now. It was just a youthful crush.”


  



  He downplayed it as a minor, bygone affection. Eileen, initially frozen by the unexpected confession, visibly relaxed with relief.


  



  “I just wanted to tell you now. It was something I felt back then.”


  



  The emotion in Lucio’s voice was clear and lingering, though still profound. Eileen, not quite perceptive of the subtleties, was simply grateful that the situation hadn’t turned too awkward.


  



  “Uh, thank you for sharing…”


  



  Having never received a confession before, Eileen wasn’t sure how to respond. She offered a simple thank you and then looked to Lucio for any further reaction. He smiled without offering much else. Eileen tried to steer the conversation back to more neutral ground.


  



  “Though it’s late, how have you been?”


  



  She had occasionally thought of Lucio. She wanted to send him a letter to inquire about his well-being, but she didn’t even know his address. Still, she was glad to see him again and wanted to make sure she took good care of him, repaying the kindness he had shown her in university.


  



  “I haven’t been doing well.”


  



  Lucio’s response was curt, and he didn’t seem inclined to discuss his recent past. He looked at Eileen with a steady gaze.


  



  “Leaving you was not my choice, and it caused me a lot of pain. I wanted to stay by your side.”


  



  The meaning behind Lucio’s words was clear, implying that Cesare had forced him away. Despite the presence of Cesare’s uniformed subordinate in the driver’s seat, Lucio’s boldness was striking.


  



  ‘Cesare probably won’t be concerned about these words…’


  



  Lucio was a capable and promising scholar, but he was no match for the Duke of Erzet. To Cesare, Lucio’s comments might seem like the complaints of a naive youth.


  



  Nevertheless, it was a topic best left unspoken. Eileen felt the need to redirect the conversation.


  



  “I’m glad we could meet again.”


  



  “…”


  



  Seeing Eileen’s attempt to change the subject, Lucio’s expression grew darker. It was as if he sensed her reluctance to address his comments directly.


  



  Although Lucio didn’t understand, Eileen found her choice natural.


  



  ‘It must be something Cesare did for a reason.’


  



  There had to be a substantial reason behind Cesare’s actions. Eileen firmly believed that Lucio must have done something to warrant such treatment.


  



  Of course, it was also possible that Cesare or his knights were overly sensitive about minor transgressions. However, their sensitivity was understandable given Eileen’s past experiences.


  



  Cesare and his knights were known to be particularly harsh with young men, and Eileen had her own harsh memories, including the abduction she suffered at age twelve, which had been perpetrated by a young man of a similar age.


  



  Eileen recalled vivid memories from her past and bit her lip slightly. While a good memory had its advantages, it was sometimes painful when even moments that should be forgotten remained so vividly in her mind. As she pushed these resurfacing thoughts aside, Eileen reopened the conversation.


  



  “Please tell me how you’ve been.”


  



  Although Eileen had shifted her view of Lucio from a fond senior to someone she should be cautious of, she chose not to let it show. After all, he would only be staying in the Duchy for a short time before leaving. There was no need to create an awkward atmosphere with the professors around.


  



  Noticing Eileen’s neutral reaction, Lucio refrained from mentioning Cesare further. Instead, he shared updates on his life, which Eileen had genuinely been curious about.


  



  Lucio explained that after leaving university abruptly, he had wandered for some time. By chance, he reconnected with Professor Glenda from the School of Pharmacy, which inspired him to return to academia.


  



  He mentioned that he had made physical changes, such as tidying up his hair and removing his glasses, and he had worked diligently to overcome his stuttering habit.


  



  Lucio had not neglected his research; he had published several papers in academic journals and was slowly making a name for himself in the field of pharmacology. When Eileen heard that he was on the verge of being appointed the youngest professor, she felt a pang of envy. Lucio seemed to be walking the very path Eileen had once dreamed of.


  



  However, she bore no regret for the path she hadn’t taken, recognizing that it had been shaped by Cesare’s influence.


  



  “I’m glad I have news to share with you, Eileen.”


  



  Eileen praised Lucio, who humbly downplayed his achievements. As they talked, they arrived in a bustling part of town.


  



  Eileen guided the professors through shops and bookstores, enthusiastically buying many gifts. Sonio had specified a budget, and Eileen was determined to adhere to it, so she continued shopping with zeal.


  



  The mountains of items purchased were sent ahead to the Duke’s residence, and Eileen, along with the professors, enjoyed a relaxing tea time at a charming tea house. Glenda and Elio, who had struggled to even sip their tea in the Duke’s austere reception room earlier, now appeared much more at ease.


  



  Lucio, who had silently followed throughout the shopping and had refused all of Eileen’s gifts, remained quiet even at the tea house. With Glenda and Elio engaging Eileen in conversation, Lucio seemed to defer to them.


  



  Glenda, with her impeccably styled hair and graceful smile, looked at Eileen with a thoughtful gaze.


  



  “I still can’t believe you’re married to the Grand Duke…”


  



  Elio, whose once-tanned skin from working in the greenhouse now sported a neatly groomed mustache, added,


  



  “What’s most unbelievable is that you’re still pursuing research.”


  



  He and Glenda had always held Eileen’s talent in high regard, so Eileen smiled shyly, touched by their heartfelt sentiments.


  



  “Although my research is still lacking, I’ve been working on it alone. I hope to someday have my name as the first author on a journal article.”


  



  Eileen shared her ambition, which she hadn’t previously expressed to anyone. Glenda, sitting opposite her, suddenly grasped Eileen’s hand. Eileen was startled by the abruptness of Glenda’s action, which was so unlike her usual refined demeanor.


  



  “Please don’t stop your studies, Eileen.”


  



  Glenda’s eyes, filled with a deep earnestness, shone with concern.


  



  “Marriage is a noble thing. You will certainly make a name for yourself in society as the Duchess, and one day you might even have heirs. But I hope you also achieve glory as a scholar, not just as someone’s wife or mother.”


  



  Glenda, having spoken quickly, realized her words might have been too much and hurriedly added, “I know it’s an impertinent remark… But I always believed you would leave a mark in history as a scholar, not just as the Grand Duchess. When I learned you still have academic ambitions, I couldn’t help but express my feelings…”


  



  As Glenda hesitated, releasing Eileen’s hand, Eileen gently took it again and replied, “Don’t worry. I’m not sure how well I’ll do, but I’m doing my best.”


  



  “Eileen…”


  



  Glenda, unintentionally using Eileen’s first name as she used to, quickly apologized. Her eyes moistened, and Elio handed her a handkerchief.


  



  Glenda, known for her stern and reserved demeanor, showing tears and concern for Eileen’s academic endeavors was unusual. It stirred a desire within Eileen to work even harder.


  



  As Eileen nursed her small ambition, Glenda regained her usual grace. After taking a sip of tea, she changed the subject.


  



  “Tomorrow, we plan to visit a renowned pharmacist in the Duchy.”


  



  Eileen, still moved by the previous conversation, nearly choked on her tea. Glenda, with genuine curiosity, asked, “I hear they are quite famous… Do you happen to know them, Eileen?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  In the Duchy, there were many distinguished pharmacists. However, Eileen immediately realized that the one Glenda was referring to was her.


  There was a reason for this. While Glenda enjoyed deepening her own knowledge, she also valued scholarly exchanges with new people. As a result, she had extensive connections with notable figures in the field of pharmacy, and all the prominent pharmacists in the Duchy had established ties with her.


  Given that interacting with an authority like Glenda was advantageous, many were eager to connect with her. However, there was one notable exception.


  “I sent a letter some time ago but didn’t receive a reply. It might not have been delivered properly, so now that I’m here in the Duchy, I plan to visit in person,” Glenda explained.


  When Eileen first received Glenda’s letter in her second-floor study at the inn, she thought it was a mistake. After all, she was not a prominent enough pharmacist to warrant such attention.


  Although she was pleased to have been chosen by Glenda, she felt unworthy of a response due to her abrupt halt in studies. Eileen quietly stored the letter in her drawer.


  Since she hadn’t heard anything further, she assumed that was the end of it. However, it seemed Glenda had continued to keep an eye on her progress.


  “There must be many capable pharmacists in the Duchy, right? I heard there are some on Venue Street as well…”


  Eileen attempted to mention another pharmacist.


  But Glenda furrowed her brow and responded earnestly, “Absolutely not.”


  Glenda then went on to passionately explain why the pharmacist in question was unique.


  It all began when a noble from the Duchy sought her advice for an incurable illness. Despite her best efforts to alleviate the suffering of the noble’s wife, even Glenda, a master of pharmacy, was unable to resolve the issue.


  Desperate, the nobleman had sent word that they had found a pharmacist who could provide a pain-relieving medication. Naturally, Glenda became deeply interested.


  ‘Count Domenico, then,’


  Count Domenico, the Speaker of the House, had been consistently purchasing medicine from Eileen for his wife’s illness. It seemed he had contacted Glenda before reaching out to Eileen. The connection was in an entirely unexpected form.


  “I began investigating this pharmacist from that point on,” Glenda explained, placing a small glass vial on the table. “Could you take a look at this?”


  Inside the vial were small pills. Eileen was startled and struggled to suppress her reaction.


  ‘That’s my medicine.’


  It was a headache remedy frequently purchased by Luca, a clockmaker from Venue Street. It was a popular remedy, so it was sought after by other customers as well. Glenda must have acquired it from one of these customers.


  Seeing the headache remedy, Elio, who had been quietly observing, suddenly became excited and interjected.


  “This is a headache remedy made from willow bark. I was amazed when I first saw it!”


  Medicinal plants were a shared research interest for Elio and Glenda. Glenda calmed Elio down to prevent him from becoming too enthusiastic and continued speaking calmly.


  “I wanted to show you this medicine, Eileen. I’m sure you’ll recognize how remarkable it is. Actually, I’m asking for your support, though I realize it’s rather forward of me.”


  “Eileen, this is a medicine that could benefit everyone,” Glenda added earnestly.


  Both Glenda and Elio were driven by a strong sense of mission. They felt it was their duty to introduce this headache remedy to the world and hoped that the Duchess’s support would be crucial in making it widely available.


  Eileen, caught between the enthusiastic professors, felt a surge of awkwardness as she opened her mouth to respond.


  “About that pharmacist…”


  Glenda and Elio looked at her with eager anticipation, clearly hoping she might have some insight into the situation.


  “I understand they’re currently not accepting new customers. I believe they only sell to existing clients through the innkeeper…”


  “What? Why?”


  “Is there some issue with them?”


  Confronted by the now serious expressions of the pair, Eileen hesitated, unsure how to proceed.


  “Well, um…”


  How could she explain this?


  After a moment of consideration, Eileen confessed, her face flushing deeply.


  “She has become the Grand Duchess…”


  Glenda and Elio’s mouths dropped open in unison. Eileen, feeling a wave of embarrassment, blinked in surprise.


  She hadn’t meant to reveal that she had been making and selling medicine. The title of “pharmacist” felt too grand for her, especially since she hadn’t officially graduated from university. She had always felt awkward about her role, referring to her work as research rather than pharmacy. The term “pharmacist” was used by her customers, not something she would apply to herself.


  Despite her discomfort, Eileen felt she had no choice but to be honest; it seemed Glenda and Elio might pursue her across the empire if she didn’t.


  Once Eileen disclosed the truth, the professors were momentarily speechless. Their expressions were frozen in shock. As they regained their composure, they erupted into excited chatter.


  “Oh my god, divine beings!”


  They leaned in towards Eileen, almost toppling the table with their enthusiasm. They showered her with admiration, astonishment, joy, praise, and an avalanche of questions.


  The teahouse, previously filled with casual patrons, now had many eyes focused on the commotion. Eileen, caught off guard by such a fervent reaction, felt her embarrassment deepen.


  “Um, perhaps we should return to the residence first?” Eileen suggested, hoping to avoid further attention.


  Glenda and Elio, still bubbling with excitement, clung to her sides as they made their way to the carriage, their chatter unabated.


  Even during the carriage ride back, their questions and excitement continued unabated. Fortunately, Lucio was also in the carriage, which provided Eileen with a brief respite from the relentless barrage of questions.


  “I didn’t expect this…”


  Eileen murmured, glancing at Lucio, who remained silent and expressionless. She wondered if he was tired; he had been unusually quiet during their time at the teahouse. Deciding not to disturb him, she instead reflected on the guest room arrangements at the residence.


  “…I thought I could improve through my own efforts.”


  Lucio spoke suddenly, breaking the silence. When Eileen turned to him, he wore a stern expression, but his demeanor softened into a smile as their eyes met.


  “Eileen, you’ve advanced far beyond what I could have imagined. You’ve reached heights that I can’t even aspire to.”


  His words, though delivered with a gentle smile, carried a chilling undertone. Despite the subtle tension, the atmosphere soon lightened, and Lucio continued to engage in pleasant conversation with Eileen.


  Upon arriving at the Duchess’s residence, Lucio promptly exited the carriage, went around to open the door, and extended his hand to assist Eileen. She gratefully accepted his help and stepped out.


  “Thank you, senior.”


  Eileen smiled, her joy evident as she greeted the unexpected guest. Her pleasure grew when she saw Cesare standing at the entrance of the mansion. It was unusual for him to come home early, and even more so for him to be waiting at the door.


  Cesare, still in his uniform, looked as though he had just returned from an engagement. This rare gesture of coming out to greet her filled Eileen with happiness.


  Just as she was about to rush over to Cesare, Lucio suddenly tightened his grip on her hand.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Lucio’s grip, initially intended as a polite gesture during their brief exit from the carriage, suddenly tightened, creating an unexpected tension. Eileen looked at him in surprise.


  His usually gentle demeanor had shifted to an intense, unfamiliar expression. This abrupt change made Eileen uneasy, prompting her to glance back at Cesare.


  Cesare, observing the scene, met her gaze with his usual neutral expression. His calm red eyes did little to alleviate Eileen’s anxiety. However, the unsettling feeling she had moments ago quickly dissipated when she saw Cesare’s composed demeanor.


  As Cesare’s gaze locked with hers, he offered a faint smile. Startled by the interaction, Lucio immediately released Eileen’s hand. She rubbed her slightly numb fingers and turned to see the professors, who watched with astonished expressions.


  ‘Will he think it’s rude?’


  Although Cesare was unlikely to be jealous, Eileen worried that he might find Lucio’s behavior inappropriate towards a grand duchess. Cesare had a history of taking extreme measures to maintain order and discipline, and she feared he might react drastically.


  To her relief, Cesare did not acknowledge Lucio further. Instead, he focused solely on Eileen and called her name.


  “Eileen.”


  She moved quickly towards Cesare, who waited patiently for her to approach. When she reached him, he opened his arms. After a brief hesitation, Eileen embraced him.


  Cesare held Eileen gently, mindful of the decorations on his uniform so as not to hurt her. The warmth of his embrace provided her with a momentary escape from her worries, allowing her to fully savor the joy of his unexpected early return.


  “I didn’t expect you to be home already,” Eileen said, feeling a pang of regret for not returning sooner. Instead of answering verbally, Cesare placed a tender kiss on her forehead.


  After brushing his hand lightly over her cheek, Cesare turned his attention to the guests. Eileen, still basking in the comfort of Cesare’s embrace, belatedly introduced them.


  “Oh, this is Professor Glenda and Professor Elio from Palerchia University.”


  “I know,” Cesare replied, maintaining his hold on Eileen’s waist. He regarded Glenda and Elio, who were visibly taken aback to find themselves in the presence of the Grand Duke of Erzet.


  The professors, accustomed to the serene environment of academia, found themselves overwhelmed by Cesare’s imposing presence. His casual acknowledgment of their names, combined with his authoritative demeanor, left them feeling as though they were in the presence of a formidable force.


  Eileen, who was used to Cesare’s commanding presence, understood that others might find it intimidating.


  ‘Especially Cesare…’


  Few in the Traon Empire could remain unmoved under Cesare’s intense gaze.


  “It is an honor to meet you, Your Grace,” Glenda and Elio said, their voices tinged with nervousness as they bowed. They offered their congratulations for Cesare’s recent triumph.


  “Congratulations on your victory. Thanks to you, the citizens of the Traon Empire can now enjoy peace.”


  “Thank you sincerely, as a citizen of the Traon Empire.”


  Their eyes revealed a mix of apprehension and admiration. Cesare, having led the Empire to victory in what seemed like an impossible war, was a revered figure in the eyes of the people.


  Seeing the professors, who had been so lively and cheerful at the teahouse, now visibly awed by Cesare’s presence, made Eileen feel a twinge of discomfort.


  Despite her awareness of Cesare’s esteemed position, the reality of his status seemed to hit Eileen anew. Usually, she would have been standing behind Glenda and Elio, not cradled in Cesare’s embrace.


  ‘Or, we might never have met at all…’


  Eileen pushed aside the bittersweet feeling rising within her. Meanwhile, Cesare, with a faint smile, addressed the professors.


  “Please make yourselves comfortable during your stay at the estate. I will ensure that you are well taken care of.”


  Cesare then naturally drew Eileen close and, with a gentle but firm hold, carried her up the stairs as soon as the front door closed.


  “Cesare…”


  Eileen felt a flush of embarrassment at the thought of Lucio and the professors seeing her being carried like a child. She subtly signaled that she wished to be put down, but Cesare seemed oblivious to her attempts. As he carried her up the stairs, he inquired:


  “How was your outing today?”


  Eileen momentarily forgot her embarrassment and began to babble excitedly. There was so much she wanted to share with him.


  “It was fun! I was fortunate to find some out-of-print books at the bookstore. They weren’t about plants, which might surprise you. I read more than just plant books, you know. I also looked at some lab equipment, but I didn’t buy any because we have everything we need in the lab already. I did pick up a simple glass beaker, though, just so I wouldn’t leave empty-handed.”


  Eileen, lost in her excitement, didn’t realize they had reached the top of the stairs. Cesare still held her effortlessly, and she forgot to ask to be put down.


  “…And the professors were actually looking for me. They had some of the medicine I sold—the headache remedy. When they showed it to me, I was really surprised. They wanted to meet the pharmacist who made it, and I was so troubled trying to figure out what to do that I just decided to tell them honestly.”


  She glanced up at Cesare, worried about how he would react to the revelation. Although she had mentioned her role before, she was concerned that revealing her identity as a pharmacist might upset him now.


  Cesare, however, seemed to take the news with a hint of pleasure rather than displeasure. Eileen felt a wave of relief and continued eagerly.


  “So, they learned that I’m the pharmacist and want to commercialize the headache remedy. They praised it highly, saying it could benefit the Empire’s people. Although I’m not entirely sure myself… I thought if you allowed it, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to give it a try.”


  Despite the professors’ praise boosting her confidence, Eileen struggled to feel proud of her achievements in front of Cesare, who was revered as the hero who saved the Empire.


  As Eileen’s voice trailed off, she realized they had entered the bedroom. Cesare, with a nonchalant air, began undoing the buttons of her dress. His calm demeanor only heightened Eileen’s awareness of her exposed collarbone, causing her to shiver at the touch of the cool air against her skin.


  “So, what did you talk about with Lucio?” Cesare asked, his tone casual but attentive.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 93


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen hesitated, unsure whether to mention Lucio’s past confession. It seemed unnecessary to revisit such old feelings, especially since they were from a distant past.


  Given that the soldier who had driven them likely reported everything to Cesare already, she feared mentioning it might come off as boastful. The situation itself felt oddly surreal to her.


  Receiving a confession was likely a once-in-a-lifetime event. She had always seen herself objectively—despite the slight change in appearance from removing her glasses, her inherent gloominess and dullness remained unchanged. It seemed implausible that anyone would find her attractive.


  Lost in these inconsequential thoughts, Eileen realized too late that she hadn’t answered Cesare’s question. She decided to omit the confession and instead shared more neutral updates.


  “Senior Lucio might become a professor at the School of Pharmacy. It seems he’s a strong candidate. He’s been publishing papers regularly and has changed a lot both physically and mentally while I was away. It’s really impressive—”


  Her words faltered as Cesare’s kiss interrupted her. The gentle pressure of his lips overwhelmed her senses. His hands, traveling along her spine and gripping her waist firmly, made the kiss linger longer than expected.


  When the kiss finally ended, Eileen exhaled a warm breath, her cheeks flushed. She touched them with the back of her hand, trying to cool them down. Her slightly swollen lips were caught between her teeth as she met Cesare’s gaze.


  “I wanted to kiss you,” Cesare murmured softly.


  Eileen, her lips still moist, replied, “…You already did.”


  “Hmm, yes, I did.”


  Cesare’s smile was gentle as he placed another kiss on Eileen’s lips—a soft, fleeting touch. Eileen swallowed a small, involuntary sound of discomfort, her heart fluttering uncontrollably despite her embarrassment.


  Wrapped in Cesare’s embrace, her hands fidgeted as she mumbled, “Anyway, we didn’t talk about anything important…”


  Cesare didn’t reply with words. Instead, he pressed a tender kiss to her neck, his lips brushing lightly against her skin as he continued to remove her dress.


  Eileen shivered as the cool air met her bare skin. After her recent encounters with old acquaintances, being so close to Cesare now felt almost surreal.


  Detached from reality, she looked up at him. His vivid red eyes seemed to absorb her gaze completely. Gradually, his expression softened. His large hand gently rested on her head, and his affectionate strokes lulled her into a state of contentment.


  As she was enveloped by his touch, Eileen’s mind drifted back to a time when she had returned to the estate, abandoning her studies.


  She had received a letter from her mother and, overwhelmed by a sudden sense of urgency, had returned to the brick house with its orange trees swaying in the breeze. Standing outside, she hesitated, unable to bring herself to enter.


  The rustling of the leaves in the wind was the only sound she heard before she finally gathered the courage to open the door. A profound sense of melancholy washed over her as she stepped inside.


  “Lily…”


  Her mother’s voice, laden with sorrow, called out from the darkened house. The lights were off, casting everything in shadow, and her mother’s bloodshot eyes met Eileen’s with a piercing gaze.


  Eileen set her bag down beside her and approached her mother. With a cautious embrace, she offered comfort, but her mother, as if waiting for this moment, unleashed a torrent of pent-up emotions.


  Eileen was engulfed by her mother’s outpouring of resentment and despair. Her mother cursed Eileen’s father and bemoaned their dire circumstances, lamenting that without Eileen’s support, she would have already succumbed to despair. The academic freedom she had once enjoyed at university now seemed like a distant, idyllic dream compared to the harsh reality she faced.


  As her mother’s sorrowful emotions flowed, Eileen held her tighter, hoping to provide solace. Yet, rather than feeling comforted, Eileen felt as if her own warmth was being drained away, leaving her colder and more isolated.


  Taking over her mother’s responsibilities, Eileen embarked on the grueling task of negotiating debt repayments. She visited creditors and tried to delay payments, something her mother, bound by her pride as Baroness Elrod and the prince’s nurse, had been unable to do herself.


  Eileen sold everything of value, including her cherished collection of books and academic texts from university, except for the gifts from Cesare. Despite her efforts, she still fell short. The debt was overwhelming, and though the temptation to succumb to despair was strong, she fought to keep those thoughts at bay.


  Returning to her family’s estate was not without its positives. It allowed her to reunite with Cesare, filling a void that neither scholarly pursuits nor new relationships had managed to address. Meeting him in the palace, she felt a profound sense of fulfillment she had longed for.


  “Your Grace,” Eileen said softly, gazing up at Cesare, who had grown even more imposing since their last meeting. The respect and admiration he commanded as the god of war suited him perfectly.


  As she looked at him, Eileen realized her feelings had evolved. From their first meeting to now, her admiration for Cesare had deepened into something far more profound.


  Eileen yearned to hold Cesare’s hand, kiss his cheek, and be the one to receive his tender gaze. Yet, she knew this desire was both painful and disheartening because it was a wish she believed would never be fulfilled. To Cesare, she felt like nothing more than a child, not a woman worthy of his affection.


  Suppressing her fluttering heart became a struggle as she faced the reality of her situation. Cesare’s casual remark brought her back to the present.


  “You’ve finally returned to the palace.”


  It had been fifteen days since she came back, due to the time spent resolving family matters. Eileen’s cheeks flushed deeply as she apologized.


  “I’m sorry…”


  Her delay wasn’t solely due to family issues; she had hesitated to face Cesare out of embarrassment. Despite his support in helping her get into university, she had returned without achieving anything of significance. Eileen felt ashamed for not meeting his expectations.


  Her situation had worsened since her departure for university, making it even harder to feel confident in his presence.


  “Have you grown a bit taller?” Cesare asked casually, placing his hand lightly on Eileen’s head. The familiar gesture now felt awkward, given the changes in her feelings.


  Cesare’s awareness of the awkwardness in the air was apparent as he observed her reaction and then smiled. Instead of withdrawing his hand, he began to gently pat her head. Eileen found herself helplessly subjected to his affectionate touch.


  “Have you lost interest in me?” Cesare asked, his tone laced with a hint of playfulness.


  Eileen, startled, quickly denied it. “No, absolutely not!”


  Cesare’s brow furrowed slightly, his gaze steady as he continued to observe her. “Then?”


  “It’s just… It’s been a while since we last met…”


  Her attempt to explain her fluttering emotions came out awkwardly, and Cesare tilted his head slightly, his expression softening. With a whisper that felt both like a command and a plea, he said:


  “Don’t avoid me, Eileen.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 94


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare playfully pinched her cheek as he spoke. Eileen quickly explained that she had been a bit nervous because it had been so long since their last meeting. After a thorough explanation, the misunderstanding was finally resolved, and they were able to enjoy tea together.


  



  They settled at Eileen’s favorite outdoor table in the Imperial Palace Garden, sipping tea and chatting. In Cesare’s company, Eileen could momentarily forget about her debts and her parents. As their pleasant time together drew to a close, Cesare casually suggested, “Making and selling medicine wouldn’t be a bad idea.”


  



  To Eileen, who had been struggling to find a way to earn money, this advice was invaluable. When she expressed doubt about her ability to pursue this path without completing her university studies, Cesare reassured her, complimenting her intelligence and expressing that he had never met anyone as smart as she was.


  



  Before they parted ways, Cesare presented Eileen with a bouquet of lilies. When she arrived home with the armful of pure white flowers, she arranged them beautifully in a vase. The once gloomy house brightened with the vibrant bouquet.


  



  Though it was just a simple arrangement, the dark atmosphere that had shrouded her brick house seemed to lift. Even the heavy clouds that had weighed on her heart began to dissipate.


  



  After gazing at the bouquet for a long time, Eileen gathered her resolve. She decided to follow Cesare’s advice and try her hand at making medicine.


  



  ‘It’s all thanks to Cesare.’


  



  As she reflected on the past, Eileen returned to the present, focusing on Cesare, the man who had significantly influenced her life.


  



  Her heart tightened, and she took a deep breath. A storm of unspoken emotions swirled within her. She repeatedly reminded herself not to foolishly confess her feelings or overstep any boundaries.


  



  “I want to be someone useful to Cesare,” she resolved silently before speaking.


  



  “Watching you today, I thought I should try harder too, like Senior Lucio—ugh.”


  



  Just as she was about to finish her sentence, Cesare kissed her again. The sudden kiss took her by surprise, and she gasped for breath. It was only when her lips were swollen from his kisses that Eileen realized:


  



  ‘Could it be he doesn’t like hearing about Senior Lucio?’


  



  Uncertain of the reason behind Cesare’s reaction, Eileen decided to refrain from mentioning Lucio further. Cesare finally pulled away from the kiss.


  



  ‘Am I getting a little better at reading the room?’


  



  Satisfied that the situation had unfolded as she had hoped, Eileen couldn’t hide her slight sense of pride. Cesare, sensing her feelings, offered a faint smile, which Eileen failed to notice.


  



  He gently traced his tongue over her swollen lips and suggested she have dinner with the professors that evening, explaining he had unfinished business and would be unable to join them.


  



  As a result, Eileen found herself dining with the professors and Lucio. Glenda and Elio, who had secretly hoped to see Cesare again, were a bit disappointed but also relieved.


  



  ‘Dining with His Grace the Grand Duke is indeed a nerve-wracking experience.’


  



  Eileen completely understood their sentiments.


  



  After dinner, she took them on a tour of the Grand Duke’s estate. They passed by her lab, but she didn’t show them inside, explaining that it was still disorganized.


  



  Later, they discussed the commercialization of pain relievers, and Eileen decided to go to bed early. As she settled into her room alone, without Cesare, she felt a pang of loneliness while closing her eyes.


  



  She had thought the day had ended peacefully—until the early morning, when the sun had yet to rise.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  In the dead of night, when everyone was fast asleep, the door to the laboratory—meant to be tightly shut—creaked open. A man, moving like a shadow, slipped inside, his eyes meticulously scanning the room.


  



  The first thing he sought out was Eileen’s research journal. Flipping through the pages swiftly, he examined the meticulous handwriting and the carefully organized entries. His breath grew uneven.


  



  As his fingers grazed the writing, the man clutched the journal tightly, his glossy eyes darting around the lab. He focused on the lab equipment, each item a testament to its owner’s touch. He began to handle each tool, one by one, until he came across a neatly folded handkerchief on the desk.


  



  Grabbing the handkerchief, he pressed it to his face, rubbing it roughly against his skin. His chest heaved with rapid, labored breaths.


  



  “Hah, hah… d@mn…”


  



  Muttering curses under his breath, he pressed his face harder into the fabric, his hands trembling as he hastily unbuckled his belt with the other. The clinking of the belt echoed as his erect pen!s sprung free. Letting out an animalistic growl, the man began to aggressively stroke himself.


  



  As pre-c*m dripped from the head of his pen!s, the wet sounds reverberated in the silent laboratory.


  



  Just before he reached the peak of pleasure, he groaned out a name with a rough voice.


  



  “Eileen…!”


  



  Sticky s*men coated his hand as he panted, trying to steady his breathing. Lucio turned on a faucet in the corner of the lab and washed the s*men from his hand.


  



  Part of him wanted to mark everything Eileen used—her chair, her gloves, her lab tools. But he knew he couldn’t act recklessly. Unlike before, she had become someone far beyond his reach.


  



  Lucio clenched his teeth, his jaw twitching briefly as if the afterglow of his release couldn’t erase the twisting pain in his gut.


  



  He had changed—his appearance, his personality, everything. It wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say his entire life had been turned upside down. And it was all for Eileen.


  



  After being expelled from the university, he had worked tirelessly to return to her side. He vowed to become a man she wouldn’t be ashamed of and to achieve a status that even the Grand Duke of Erzet would approve of.


  When Lucio heard rumors that the Grand Duke was heading off to war, he secretly hoped for the man’s death. Without someone to protect her, it would be easier for him to claim Eileen for himself. But fortune was not on his side.


  



  Disappointed but undeterred, Lucio remained confident that even the Grand Duke would now see him as a worthy match for Eileen. After all, she was merely the daughter of a minor baron. Surely, the Grand Duke would find him an acceptable suitor. So, Lucio waited for another opportunity to contact Eileen. But then, news broke that she was to marry the Grand Duke of Erzet.


  



  For Lucio, it was like being struck by lightning. The man who had once pretended Eileen was his “child” was just another fool who lusted after her. Despite all the changes he had made, Eileen had drifted even further from his reach.


  



  The inferiority he felt toward someone untouchable only deepened when he encountered her again. Even in the field where he had once excelled—academics—Eileen had surpassed him. To think that the pharmacist behind that highly praised headache medicine was Eileen herself…


  



  Lucio had experienced the effects of the headache medicine that Glenda and Elio spoke so highly of. It was not only effective for pain relief but also for reducing fever and inflammation, making it a remarkably versatile drug. If commercialized, Eileen would gain significant honor as a scholar.


  



  The thought of her achieving such acclaim was unbearable to him. If he couldn’t have her, he wanted her to fall at least to a level lower than his.


  



  ‘This is it.’


  



  Grasping Eileen’s research journal and crumpling it in his hand, Lucio thought of the noble who had given him his orders. Studying opi@tes… How audacious of her.


  Tucking the journal and the handkerchief into his coat, Lucio silently returned to the guest room Eileen had assigned to him. He carefully opened the door, ensuring he made no sound, and slipped inside.


  



  The moment he shut the door and sighed in relief, a loud thud echoed through the room. Despite his caution, Lucio had accidentally bumped into the door. There was no time to worry about the noise. Pressing his back against the door, his eyes widened in alarm as he took in the scene before him.


  



  The guest room, which should have been empty, already had an occupant. Sitting leisurely in an armchair by the window, bathed in moonlight, was none other than the Grand Duke of Erzet himself.


  



  The Grand Duke’s crimson eyes locked onto Lucio with an air of detached boredom. He rested a gun on his thigh and spoke in a slow, deliberate voice. “Lucio Zaetani.”


  



  At the sound of his name, Lucio fell to his knees without thinking. Cold sweat poured down his face, soaking his clothes almost instantly.


  



  “Y-Your Grace…”


  



  His voice came out strangled, barely a whisper. The Grand Duke toyed lightly with the gun, the sound of it being cocked filling the room. His voice, though elegant, carried an edge of contempt. “Smells like sh!t in here, doesn’t it?”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 95


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The Duke of Farbellini’s family owned one of the most prestigious estates in the capital—a grand mansion that had been passed down through generations. With its exterior showing the marks of time, the mansion exuded a classic charm, while its interior embraced the latest trends in modern luxury.


  



  The estate, a blend of cutting-edge design and traditional elegance, was a source of immense pride for the Farbellini family, much like their distinctive platinum-blond hair. After all, Farbellini was the very heart of the Traon Empire.


  



  Duke Assef of Farbellini gazed out of the carriage window at the mansion as they approached, a satisfied smile spreading across his face. Perhaps he had indulged a bit too much at the evening’s party, but he felt a swell of pride at being a Farbellini.


  



  “Yes, no matter how much that one thrashes about…”


  



  Farbellini would endure forever. Even if the imperial family changed, Farbellini would continue its legacy like an ancient tree, standing resilient against the test of time.


  



  Assef reached into his coat to retrieve a cigar case. Just as he opened the window and prepared to light a cigar, the carriage jolted violently and came to an abrupt halt. The cigar case fell to the floor, and the premium cigars scattered across the carriage.


  



  Clicking his tongue in annoyance, Assef raised his voice slightly to the driver. “What’s the meaning of this?”


  



  The driver, usually reliable, would only stop suddenly for something significant. Normally, Assef would have dismissed it, but the driver’s silence unsettled him. The man sat frozen, his eyes wide with unease, staring straight ahead.


  



  Assef followed his driver’s gaze but had to shut his eyes tightly as the headlights from an oncoming vehicle flashed, blinding him.


  



  When the lights dimmed and he slowly reopened his eyes, the scene before him was almost surreal. The carriage was encircled by armed soldiers. In front of them, facing the carriage, stood a tall man in a suit.


  



  Assef locked eyes with the man, whose blood-red gaze sent a shiver down his spine. He muttered a curse under his breath—words he hadn’t used in a long time. A soft knock at the window was followed by a booming voice from a massive soldier outside.


  



  “Step out.”


  



  It was one of the Grand Duke Erzet’s knights. If Assef remembered correctly, the knight’s name was Lotan. Recognizing the name, Assef opened the door and stepped out of the carriage.


  



  As his feet touched the ground, the cool night air wrapped around him. It wasn’t the chill of the evening that he felt, but the sweat running down his back. Swallowing hard, he approached the Grand Duke.


  



  Despite not wearing his imperial uniform and instead clad in a simple evening suit, the Grand Duke was far more imposing than the soldiers with their guns. The air was thick with the sharp, metallic scent of blood, carried by the night breeze, making Assef’s chest constrict.


  



  “Good evening, Duke Farbellini. The moon is bright tonight.”


  



  The Grand Duke greeted him with a casual tone, hands tucked into his pockets, as though they had simply run into each other on a quiet night. Assef licked his dry lips.


  



  Since becoming a duke, fear or panic had been rare for him, but this was different. A primal terror gripped his heart, unfamiliar and unsettling.


  



  The Grand Duke couldn’t simply kill the Duke of Farbellini without proper legal proceedings. Executing him on the spot wasn’t an option. After all, Farbellini was a noble house of the empire.


  



  Despite clinging to the logic that the Grand Duke couldn’t kill him without legal proceedings, Assef couldn’t shake the fear that the Duke might disregard the rules. If the Grand Duke had lost his mind and decided to act without concern for consequences, he might turn Assef into a bullet-riddled corpse on the spot—especially given the Duke’s recent history of quiet massacres.


  



  “…What brings Your Grace out at such a late hour?” Assef asked, careful not to raise his voice, wary that any hint of defiance might provoke a deadly response. He chose his words with great caution, and the Grand Duke’s gaze, cold and unyielding, seemed to pierce through him, as if the man knew exactly what Assef feared.


  



  “A rat has been sneaking around my wife’s laboratory.”


  



  “…!”


  



  Assef barely managed to keep his shock from showing. He had heard rumors of an intruder at the Grand Duchess’s estate and had simply chosen a young scholar he deemed easily manipulable for the task. He had instructed the scholar to observe the Grand Duchess and exploit any weaknesses he found. In return, Assef had promised him wealth, prestige, and a coveted professorship.


  



  But it appeared the scholar had been caught almost immediately. Or rather, it seemed he hadn’t just been caught—


  



  ‘Could it be that the Grand Duke had been waiting for this? Had he set a trap?’


  



  Assef’s mind raced with the realization that he had made a critical mistake—one the Grand Duke had anticipated. The Duke’s next question sliced through the tension like a knife.


  



  “How is Lady Farbellini faring?”


  



  Instead of confronting Assef directly about his crime, the Grand Duke’s single question was a subtle but refined threat. Overwhelmed by the implications, Assef exhaled deeply. As political calculations swirled in his mind, he no longer spoke as Duke of Farbellini but as a father.


  



  “Your Grace… I have been foolish. Please, I beg for your mercy.”


  A man who arrives in the dead of night with soldiers pointing guns at him could easily turn his attention to terrorizing Assef’s daughter next. Raised amidst luxury as the Lily of Traon, she would be unprepared for the sight of gunpowder and blood. As Assef bowed his head and pleaded for forgiveness, the Grand Duke accepted his apology graciously.


  



  However, in exchange for letting the incident slide, the Grand Duke made an unexpected request.


  



  “Give me the Feather of the Lion.”


  



  He was asking for the relic held by the Farbellini family—the golden feather reputed to have fallen from the winged lion of the founding myth. Whenever Assef looked at that feather, he had always secretly mocked it, questioning whether it was truly from a lion or just a gilded piece of some ordinary bird.


  



  The fact that the Grand Duke Erzet, known for his disdain for superstition and disbelief in the gods, was now demanding it left Assef flabbergasted. Of course, Assef would hand over the feather if it meant saving his life, but…


  



  Unable to suppress a sudden surge of curiosity, Assef dared to ask the Grand Duke a question.


  



  “What is it that Your Grace truly desires?”


  Ever since the news of the Grand Duke’s execution of King Kalpen had reached him, Assef had been deeply intrigued by Cesare’s motives. Beheading the king was a drastic choice—far worse than negotiating an agreement and keeping the king alive. What could have driven Cesare to act so recklessly?


  



  But it wasn’t recklessness; it was confidence. Immediately after the execution, the Grand Duke had swiftly dismantled the resistance army that had formed around the crown prince of Kalpen. Typically, such a rebellion would have persisted for months, but Cesare had seemed to know exactly which nobles were supporting the resistance, how they were supplying it, and where they were stationed. The resistance had been crushed completely in less than a month—an astonishingly swift victory that seemed almost supernatural, as if the Grand Duke had divine insight or had become a god himself.


  



  Assef had feared the Grand Duke before, but now it was different. It was as though Cesare had gained an almost prophetic understanding of the world, able to foresee and manipulate events with eerie precision. The situation had become so surreal that Assef nearly laughed.


  



  The Grand Duke’s seemingly prophetic actions continued even after his return to the empire. The nobles of Traon found themselves powerless against his foresight. Not only did he dismantle the power of noble families, but he also began eliminating them one by one. Many lost their titles dishonorably or were quietly assassinated. Most did not even receive proper funerals.


  



  But why? The Grand Duke’s massacres seemed excessive, and Assef could not grasp the motive behind them. It did not appear that Cesare was aiming to seize the imperial throne; even those who could have been valuable allies met bloody ends. Who was the Grand Duke’s silent slaughter intended for? Assef genuinely wanted to understand Cesare’s intentions.


  



  “…What I desire, you ask.”


  



  The Grand Duke pondered the question for a moment before answering almost as if to himself.


  



  “If I had to say… peace.”


  



  Assef’s face twisted in disbelief, interpreting the Grand Duke’s words as mockery. A man who left a trail of blood and carnage could not truly desire peace.


  



  Noticing Assef’s reaction, the Grand Duke continued, speaking slowly, his gaze unwavering.


  



  “If I didn’t desire it, after all…”


  



  His blood-red eyes locked onto Assef with a chilling intensity, and a crooked smile curved his lips.


  



  “You wouldn’t be standing here alive before me right now, would you?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Cesare opened the glass case, exposing the relic to the outside air for the first time in centuries. This was a risky move, as exposing the artifact could potentially damage it beyond repair.


  Yet, he proceeded without hesitation, confident that the relic would withstand the exposure.


  He held the feather up to the moonlight. Its golden surface still dazzled, radiating a subtle glow as if sprinkled with gold dust, twinkling like a star with each touch of the moonlight.


  It looked exactly as it had when he offered it as a burnt sacrifice to turn back time.


  As he recalled the bloodstains that had once marred the feather, Cesare slowly raised his gaze to the pale moon, bathed in its noble light.


  Does God exist?


  Perhaps Cesare was uniquely positioned to answer that question. After all, he had come into contact with something that could be described as divine.


  In truth, it mattered little whether what he encountered was God or something else—something far more profane. To Cesare, only the outcome mattered.


  Though he could no longer turn back time, he continued to collect traces of the past.


  His purpose was to prevent anyone else from tampering with time.


  Given the trials he had endured, it was unlikely that any other human could achieve the same success he had. This wasn’t arrogance but an objective truth.


  Yet Cesare wanted to leave no possibility, no matter how slight. He was always contemplating a world without him.


  Because this would be a return completed by his death.


  Out of habit, Cesare pulled out his pocket watch. The ticking hands moved steadily, never faltering. He gazed at the smooth, unblemished platinum watch for a long moment before slipping it back into his pocket.


  There was still much to be done.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen woke up early, feeling a chill. It seemed Cesare hadn’t entered the bedroom at all the previous night. The bedding was untouched, showing no sign of his having rested there, even for a moment.


  Absentmindedly, she ran her hand over the thick pillow, wishing she could see him. Then, with a brisk resolve, she got out of bed to start her day.


  Today promised to be exceptionally busy. She had lunch plans with the professors and Lucio, and she needed to finalize and send out the first invitations for the Grand Duchess of Erzet’s tea party.


  As for her research, she decided to set aside Morpheus temporarily and focus on reviewing the manufacturing process to determine if the headache medicine could be mass-produced. She also needed to come up with a name for the medicine, which she had been referring to simply as a headache remedy up to now.


  While having breakfast in the dining room, she picked up a magazine from the table. A single sentence from a nearby newspaper article caught her eye.


  […The attempt to target the Grand Duchess of Erzet failed.]


  Startled by the mention of the Grand Duchess, Eileen set down the magazine and quickly grabbed the newspaper. It was La Verita.


  She read the article with disbelief, her eyes scanning the words repeatedly. But no matter how many times she read it, the printed text remained unchanged.


  The report detailed an attempted theft by a guest who had been staying at the Grand Duchess’s residence the previous night. The thief had been apprehended while attempting to steal research materials belonging to the Grand Duchess. The article explained that the thief coveted the Grand Duchess’s research and went on to describe their identity and their relationship with her.


  [Meanwhile, this incident has highlighted the exceptional knowledge of the Grand Duchess of Erzet, stirring considerable public interest.


  She had pursued degrees in pharmacology and botany at Palercia University. Although she was forced to withdraw due to financial difficulties, she was a remarkable prodigy who ranked first in her class throughout her time at the university, despite her youth. Indeed, research papers bearing her name had been published in esteemed academic journals, and…]


  Alongside the story of the thief, the article also highlighted the Grand Duchess’s expertise in pharmacology and botany. She stared blankly at the detailed report, which even mentioned her favorite foods from her university days, before she finally snapped out of her daze. With a shocked expression, Eileen muttered to herself.


  “Senior Lucio…”


  Had they really caught Lucio trying to steal from the lab while she was asleep?


  Images of Lucio facing a firing squad flashed through her mind. The thought that someone she had dined and conversed with just the previous day might no longer be alive sent a chill through her heart.


  All of this had transpired while she was blissfully unaware, asleep. And now, it was already in the morning newspaper. La Verita must have prepared the article in advance—there was no way it could have been published so quickly otherwise.


  She lost her appetite and couldn’t bring herself to touch her food, her gaze fixed solely on the newspaper. She flipped through all the magazines and papers on the table, but only La Verita had reported on the incident at the Grand Duchess’s residence.


  ‘Cesare must have tipped off the newspaper in advance.’


  La Verita was a newspaper that operated according to Cesare’s wishes. He had given them numerous favors, including exclusive access to the grand couple’s wedding photos, effectively molding the paper to his liking.


  It was clear that Cesare not only aimed to eliminate Lucio but also sought to publicize Eileen’s expertise in pharmacology and botany. This seemed to be part of a strategic groundwork for her eventual release of the headache medicine and M*rpheus to the public. Introducing these innovations gradually rather than all at once was a shrewd move.


  Cesare had punished the guilty and, in doing so, used the situation to his advantage. Knowing this didn’t make the overwhelming emotion inside Eileen any easier to bear.


  ‘While I knew nothing…’


  That thought echoed relentlessly in her mind. She suddenly felt suffocated and took a deep breath, though the tightness in her chest persisted no matter how deeply she inhaled and exhaled.


  Despite her new status as a duchess, nothing had fundamentally changed. Eileen was not Cesare’s equal—she was merely a piece on his chessboard. No matter how powerful the queen, if she became useless, she would be discarded.


  ‘But am I even a queen?’


  Perhaps she was nothing more than a lowly pawn. The most insignificant one…


  Eileen tightly shut her eyes, forcing herself to push away the negative thoughts. She struggled to dispel the dark feelings, but her efforts were interrupted when a servant arrived to announce a visitor.


  “Lord Senon has arrived. He says he is here to deliver something from His Excellency.”


  It was unusually early for a guest, but it seemed Cesare had arranged this visit. The prospect of company was a welcome distraction from her solitary brooding. Eileen, with a hint of desperation in her voice, instructed them to let Senon in.


  “Eileen! Good morning! You look as radiant as ever today.”


  Senon entered the dining room with a broad grin, placing a large bouquet of flowers and a glass case on Eileen’s table.


  “These are gifts from His Excellency.”


  The refreshing scent of the flowers helped bring Eileen back to her senses. She reached out to gently touch the petals before turning her attention to the glass case.


  Inside the elegant, antique-looking case was a large golden feather. Though she didn’t know its significance, its exquisite appearance suggested it was something of great value.


  “His Excellency also mentioned that he wishes to commercialize the medicine you developed, so I’ve brought the relevant legal documents…”


  Eileen’s gaze remained fixed on the golden feather as she blurted out, “Has he been executed?”


  It was an abrupt question, unprompted by Senon’s presentation, but he answered without hesitation.


  “Not yet.”


  Senon observed Eileen closely, noting her strained attempt to maintain a neutral expression.


  “Do you wish for him to live?” Senon asked, as if her words alone could determine the outcome.


  “No, it’s not that…”


  The weight in her voice was hard to conceal. Eileen looked directly at Senon, who blinked rapidly under her intense gaze. Finally, she admitted the burden she had been carrying.


  “I just don’t know anything… I asked because I wanted to know.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 97


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  A soldier once served under Cesare—a man of remarkable talent and diligence who advanced rapidly through the ranks, earning recognition for his abilities within the military. Cesare favored him, and there were even rumors that he might soon be knighted by Cesare himself.


  The soldier’s kind and gentle nature made him well-liked, including by the young Eileen, who admired him greatly. However, one day, this promising figure vanished without a trace.


  When Eileen, still just a young lady at the time, inquired about his whereabouts, everyone claimed ignorance. As a child, she had little means to uncover the truth.


  The soldier was never mentioned again, and Eileen, initially confused, eventually let him fade from her thoughts. It wasn’t until much later that she learned of his death. They said he had committed a crime and faced the appropriate punishment.


  Eileen never discovered the nature of his crime, but given that Cesare himself had dealt with him, she assumed it must have been serious. The soldier’s death left a chilling mark on Eileen’s emotions, planting a seed of fear—that she might one day meet a similar fate.


  He had been far more capable than she was, yet despite his exceptional talents, he had been erased from Cesare’s world as if he had never existed. Even now, as the Grand Duchess, Eileen felt her position was precarious, not unlike his. The fear persisted.


  What if, like the soldier, she remained unaware of impending danger until it was too late? What if she vanished without a chance to explain herself?


  It wasn’t the thought of dying for Cesare that terrified her. What truly frightened her was the idea of becoming a forgotten figure, erased from his life entirely, as though she had never mattered. She dreaded the prospect of a disgraceful end.


  The anxiety that had been gnawing at her erupted with the news of Lucio’s fate. She hadn’t heard a word about what had happened until she read the morning newspaper, making the shock all the more intense.


  The harsh reality shattered the dreamlike reverie she had maintained as the Duchess. Negative thoughts began to spiral, growing darker with each turn.


  “Did my senior really try to steal my research?”


  Eileen clenched her fists, struggling to suppress the rising doubt. Her nails dug into her palms as she slowly released her grip and spoke.


  “Lord Senon…”


  Senon had remained silent throughout her turmoil, and Eileen offered a bitter smile at his lack of response.


  The knights and soldiers had all cared for and cherished Eileen, and she had valued them in return.


  But in the end, they were Cesare’s knights and soldiers. If it came down to a choice, they would choose Cesare. A bitter taste filled her mouth.


  “I just… for once, I wish I had been informed, even just a little. After all, he was a guest I had invited to the palace…”


  Even as she spoke, her heart ached. Her nose tingled, and her eyes grew hot with tears she struggled to hold back.


  “I always feel so helpless, always in the dark… But I can never bring myself to say these things to His Grace…”


  She paused to steady her breath, forcing a smile as she tried to brush off the moment as if it were insignificant.


  “I’ve made things awkward for you, Lord Senon. I didn’t mean to. I was just being a bit childish because I felt upset.”


  But despite her efforts, a tear slipped down Eileen’s cheek. She hurriedly wiped it away with the back of her hand, pressing down as if to halt the flood. Yet, the tears continued to fall, an unstoppable stream. Nothing seemed to go her way.


  “Sorry… I’m so sorry, Lord Senon.”


  As Eileen sniffled and apologized, Senon, who had been rigid and formal until then, shuddered. He fumbled frantically through his coat, his movements so desperate that it seemed he might tear his pockets apart. After a moment of struggle, he finally found a handkerchief and handed it to Eileen.


  Eileen grabbed a napkin from the table and Senon’s handkerchief, using one for each eye. With her face half-covered by the cloths, she apologized again, her voice nasal from crying. Senon spoke in a somber tone.


  “Lady Eileen… It was my fault…”


  But there was no reason for Senon to apologize. When Eileen told him not to blame himself, Senon replied with even greater sorrow.


  “I should have anticipated that this would shock you. I was just so excited about the commercialization of the medicine you created that I got completely caught up in it…”


  Senon couldn’t hide his distress as he watched Eileen struggling to calm herself. Having served Cesare as a soldier for so long, the knights had developed a mindset quite different from ordinary people. In short, they were far more indifferent compared to others.


  Their lord, Cesare, was not just indifferent; he was detached. Naturally, his knights had adopted some of his traits.


  From their perspective, their actions were logical. They had simply dealt with a criminal and, in the process, leveraged the situation to their advantage.


  To ensure the success of their mission, secrecy had to be maintained, which was why Eileen hadn’t been informed. They believed it might seem extreme, but they hoped that explaining things to her afterward would help her understand.


  However, upon reflection, Eileen didn’t even know what crime Lucio had committed. She had always seen him as a kind and good senior.


  Senon realized too late that this was the first time they had dealt with someone Eileen was close to, and that’s where they had gone wrong.


  “If Diego had been here, he would have stopped me.”


  Diego was the most empathetic of the knights, the one who could best understand others’ feelings. Had he been present, he would have suggested a more considerate approach.


  Unfortunately, Diego was away on a business trip outside the capital. Missing him now more than ever, Senon fidgeted and opened his mouth, but no words came out.


  Despite his reputation for intelligence, Senon’s sharp mind was useless in this situation. He could think of many things to say, but everything sounded like an excuse. Desperately trying to comfort Eileen, he eventually blurted out,


  “I’ll speak to His Grace about this, even now.”


  He had no idea what he would say, but seeing Eileen in tears pained him so much that he spoke without thinking.


  Eileen simply shook her head. She gently lowered the handkerchief and napkin that had been covering her tear-stained eyes. Her eyes, now red and swollen, looked directly at Senon as she spoke.


  “No.”


  It would be childish to have someone else deliver her message. Eileen glanced at the newspaper on the table, focusing briefly on the words La Verita. After a moment’s contemplation, she made her decision.


  “Is it possible… to meet with His Grace now?”


  



  



  ❈──•✧•𝐑𝐞𝐚𝐝 𝐅𝐨𝐫 𝐅𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐚𝐭 𝐌𝐨𝐨𝐧𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐝•✧•──❈


  



  


  Senon personally escorted Eileen to Cesare’s residence. Although she repeatedly assured him that she understood how busy he was and that his presence wasn’t necessary, Senon insisted on accompanying her, so she reluctantly accepted.


  Throughout the drive, Senon sweated nervously, trying to comfort Eileen and alleviate her distress. His overwhelming guilt eventually led to Eileen having to console him instead.


  “We’ve arrived…” Senon mumbled weakly as he brought the car to a stop. Eileen, stepping out of the vehicle with Senon’s assistance, froze momentarily. The place was all too familiar.


  She had been here only once before, but the memory was indelibly etched into her mind.


  It was the house she had visited right before Cesare left for the Kingdom of Kalpen. It was the last time she had tried to see him. Despite her desperate knocking, no sound or response had come from within…


  As those vivid memories resurfaced, the courage she had mustered seemed to deflate instantly. It felt as though the door would remain shut once again, and even if she pleaded to speak with him, she feared he wouldn’t bother to refuse.


  Eileen’s face paled slightly. The old wooden door creaked open, its rusty hinges protesting. Eileen stared blankly at the door, which she had thought would remain closed forever.


  Cesare appeared, his expression unreadable as he stepped through the doorway. His eyes widened slightly in surprise at the sight of Eileen. It was clear he hadn’t expected her visit. However, a slight smile soon crept across his lips as he called her name.


  “Eileen.”


  As he approached, his smile faded when he saw her face. Concern etched itself onto his brow.


  “You’ve been crying?”


  At that moment, the tears Eileen had barely managed to suppress surged back, spilling over once more.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 98


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  It was an irresistible force. The calm and composed conversation Eileen had initially planned was now as distant as the farthest reaches of the continent.


  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stem the tide of her tears. A surge of complex emotions overwhelmed her. She had barely gathered the courage to ask Cesare a question, but standing before him, fear seized her.


  This was the door she had once knocked on until her hands were sore, only for it to remain shut. She feared he might ignore her, dismissing her questions as impertinent.


  But the door had opened. Cesare’s first concern was for her well-being. The tenderness in his voice as he asked if she had been crying was almost more than she could bear.


  As she sniffled, overcome with emotion, Cesare gently pulled her into his arms. He held her close, tilting her chin so she couldn’t hide her face, and looked at her with quiet concern.


  Her eyes were already red and swollen from crying in front of Senon. If she continued, her face would become even more of a mess. But Cesare’s softly spoken words only caused her tears to flow even more freely.


  “Who would dare upset my wife?”


  As her tears spilled over like a faucet turned on full blast, Cesare took out a handkerchief and gently wiped the tears from her flushed cheeks. He spoke again, his voice tender.


  “Why don’t you tell your husband?”


  Unable to contain her emotions any longer, Eileen whimpered softly.


  “It was you, Cesare…”


  Though she quickly composed herself before finishing the sentence, the fragment of her words was enough for Cesare to understand the situation. A cold light flickered in his eyes for a moment. After a brief silence, he spoke.


  “Is it because of Lucio Zaetani?”


  Eileen shook her head. Lucio wasn’t the root cause of her distress.


  “It’s better if we talk inside.”


  Cesare effortlessly lifted Eileen into his arms. Light as a feather, he carried her inside and then gestured to Senon with a nod.


  Senon, who had looked utterly miserable, saluted sharply before moving toward the soldiers stationed around the house. As Senon began speaking to them, Cesare took Eileen inside.


  It was a space Eileen hadn’t anticipated entering. As she continued to dab at her tears with Cesare’s handkerchief, she took in the surroundings.


  The small house, situated on the edge of a forest, was quite modest for the residence of the Grand Duke of Erzet.


  The interior was nearly bare. There were no large pieces of furniture, such as a bed—only a wide table, a few chairs, a large chest of drawers, and several boxes, giving it the appearance of a place used only when necessary.


  It resembled a hunting lodge, with various firearms mounted on the walls.


  ‘Did Cesare ever enjoy hunting?’


  Cesare seldom spoke about his personal interests. Yet, having known him for so long, Eileen was somewhat familiar with his likes and dislikes.


  Occasionally, Cesare would mention aspects of his daily life, and when hunting came up, it was usually in the context of invitations from his brother Leon or other nobles. In over a decade of knowing him, Eileen had never heard Cesare express any personal desire to go hunting.


  Even the gossip magazines that pried into every detail of Cesare’s life never mentioned him pursuing hunting for pleasure.


  Curiosity piqued, Eileen glanced at the open back door. Unusually, it led directly into the forest. Most homes would have at least a small garden or open space at the rear, but here, the forest began immediately.


  It seemed Cesare had been in the woods just before she arrived. Eileen looked at the dark forest extending beyond the open door.


  The vast expanse of trees was dense, their thick foliage blocking out the sunlight and casting a shadowy gloom despite it being midday.


  The shadowy expanse sent a faint chill down her spine. Though she knew Cesare would protect her from any potential danger, an inexplicable fear crept over her.


  A breeze from the forest carried a faint, unsettling scent of blood, though it might have been her imagination. At that moment, her primal fear even momentarily distracted her from her tears.


  “It’s a place I sometimes use for hunting,” Cesare said, offering a faint smile.


  “It must be your first time seeing the inside.”


  He remembered the events before he left for the front and understood Eileen’s confusion. Eileen wanted to ask why he hadn’t opened the door back then, but she knew now was not the time for such questions.


  As Eileen explored the interior, she realized her tears had stopped without her even noticing. With her cheeks still flushed from crying, she spoke.


  “Please put me down now…”


  Despite having already entered the house, Cesare still hadn’t set her down and didn’t seem inclined to do so. Eileen was determined to have a serious conversation, and she knew she couldn’t do so properly while being held like this. Firmly, she repeated her request.


  “Please put me down. I’m asking you, Cesare.”


  Her resolute tone made Cesare raise an eyebrow. Without a word, he gently set her down and moved to close the open door.


  With the wind from the forest no longer blowing in, Eileen felt her tension begin to ease. Cesare pulled up a chair for her to sit in, and after seating her, he brought another chair for himself, positioning it close in front of her.


  Although both chairs were the same type, the one Cesare occupied looked slightly uncomfortable for him, given his tall frame, while it appeared spacious for Eileen. He sat with his legs slightly spread and arms crossed, his gaze fixed on her. As Eileen struggled to find the right words, Cesare spoke first.


  “Your senior is still alive, Eileen.”


  “…”


  “If you want, I can keep him alive a little longer.”


  His tone was almost condescending, like someone offering a sulking child a piece of candy. It became clear to Eileen that Cesare still didn’t understand what she truly wanted.


  Accepting his offer would likely soften the atmosphere quickly. She wouldn’t have to worry about Cesare’s anger or push him further.


  But if she accepted his offer, their relationship would remain unchanged. Eileen would continue living under his protection, perpetually fearing the day she might be cast aside.


  “…Cesare,” she said, finally mustering the courage to speak. Avoiding the urge to look away from his piercing red gaze, she cautiously asked, “Do you still… see me as just a child?”


  It was a question Cesare hadn’t expected. He tilted his head slightly, studying her face as if trying to decipher her thoughts. After a moment, he replied in a calm, measured voice.


  “If I did, I wouldn’t have undressed you.”


  Eileen’s face flushed, and she clenched her hands tightly in her lap. Struggling to push past her embarrassment, she tried to continue.


  “I didn’t come here to ask you to spare my senior.”


  Cesare listened patiently, not pressing her or demanding an explanation. In the silence that followed, Eileen gathered the scattered fragments of her courage.


  “This… this situation happened so suddenly. One day I woke up, and everything was different. Then there was the article in the newspaper…”


  Her nervousness made her words come out in a jumble, but she hoped Cesare would understand her intentions. He always had before. She expressed her deepest desire.


  “You’ve made me the Grand Duchess, Cesare, and I want to do my best. Not just as someone who’s protected without understanding anything…”


  “I know,” Cesare interrupted her, his voice steady but carrying an undercurrent of coldness.


  Eileen flinched at his sudden response.


  “You’ve always done your best, even willing to risk your life for my honor.”


  Though his tone remained calm, his gaze was shadowed by a darkness as deep and impenetrable as the forest beyond the door. His usually clear red eyes were now clouded with something unfathomable.


  “That’s exactly why, Eileen,” he said softly, “I don’t want to tell you anything.”


  Then, with a tone that brooked no argument, he issued a command.


  “Promise me you won’t die for my sake. Then I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”


  His voice, cold and deep like the dark forest, wrapped around her.


  “Anything you desire.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 99


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare never lied to Eileen. Rather than speak falsehoods, he prefers silence. He is always truthful with her, and this situation was no different. He meant every word he said. If Eileen promised him, he would reveal everything she wanted to know.


  



  But Eileen couldn’t make such a promise. The request shook her to the core.


  



  Her mother had always taught her that their lives belonged to the Prince. Even her mother’s final words had been for the Prince’s sake.


  



  “My dear Lily,” her mother had whispered with parched lips, her face pale from illness.


  



  “Live for the Prince.”


  



  Her mother’s eyes had shone with a complex mix of jealousy, anger, and love, leaving an indelible mark on Eileen’s heart—a curse of sorts.


  



  Yet Eileen had willingly accepted that curse. Even without her mother’s words, she would have lived for the Prince.


  



  That’s why she couldn’t lie to Cesare by promising not to die for him.


  



  When she didn’t respond, Cesare’s smile widened faintly. A twisted smirk tugged at his lips, as if he had known all along she would be unable to comply.


  



  Seeing that smile stirred something in Eileen. Before she could fully process her emotions, the words spilled from her lips.


  



  “Then you, too.”


  



  It was a gut instinct, the same one Eileen had felt when she saw his unscarred hands and when she had questioned how he knew about the wedding ring in her journal. That intuition gripped her again, compelling her to speak slowly and deliberately.


  



  “Promise me you won’t die for me.”


  



  The absurdity of her request struck her even as she uttered the words. Cesare, giving his life for her? The very idea seemed laughable. Cesare would probably find it ridiculous too.


  



  The sky was more likely to fall than for him to make such a promise. Yet, despite this, Eileen couldn’t stop herself. She didn’t fully grasp why, but she needed him to answer. She needed him to promise her life, not death.


  



  “If you do that, then I’ll promise too.”


  



  As she finished speaking, a heavy silence settled between them. Eileen lowered her gaze, unable to keep looking at Cesare. The fear of his reaction to her foolish words made her heart race. She hoped he wouldn’t mock her too much.


  



  She waited anxiously for his response, and then she heard it—a laugh. Hesitantly, Eileen lifted her head to see Cesare laughing. At first glance, it seemed like a genuine laugh, but there was a coldness to it that made Eileen shrink back even more.


  



  “This is troublesome,” he said, his eyes crinkled with laughter. Then, almost to himself, he murmured, “I’ve already broken that promise…”


  



  Eileen couldn’t quite grasp what he meant. She wanted to ask if she had misheard, but the words wouldn’t come.


  



  Cesare pulled his chair closer, trapping Eileen between his legs. Without asking for permission, he took her hand. Though his movements were assertive, the way he held her hand was surprisingly gentle. As if touching her hand wasn’t enough, Cesare slowly removed his leather gloves.


  



  Their skin touched, and just holding hands sent a tingling sensation deep into her lower abdomen. Eileen became acutely aware of Cesare’s muscular thighs encasing her.


  



  Her gaze darted around, unfocused. Although they had been married for a while, they had only been intimate twice. Since then, Cesare had been so busy that even sharing a bed was rare. Eileen would usually fall asleep before he arrived in the bedroom, and by the time she awoke, he would already be gone.


  



  Eileen swallowed nervously. While she trembled with tension, Cesare remained calm, his eyes lowered as he gently traced his fingers over hers. He caressed the tips of her nails and then slowly interlocked their fingers, his grip firm and reassuring.


  



  The simple act of holding hands, amplified by her heightened sensitivity, felt unexpectedly intimate.


  



  After a moment, Cesare tugged gently on her hand.


  



  “Ah!”


  



  Eileen gasped as her body leaned forward, and in the next instant, their lips met. It was as if they had made a silent promise from the beginning to kiss.


  



  He slid his tongue into her parted lips, gripping their interlaced hands tightly enough to make them ache. The faint pain only heightened the tingling that spread through her body, making her shiver.


  



  With one hand still entwined with hers, Cesare’s other hand traced down her back. His long fingers ran along her spine, and Eileen let out a soft moan each time they passed.


  



  “Huh…”


  



  The sound of her small whimper escaping between their parted lips was immediately swallowed as Cesare pressed his mouth back against hers. His tongue explored her mouth, causing a strange tickling sensation deep in her core.


  



  He dominated her mouth, stealing her breath away. Dizzy from the lack of air, Eileen squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them again. Just as their lips parted briefly, they collided once more, continuing the passionate kiss.


  



  The kiss overwhelmed Eileen, clouding her thoughts and making her head spin with heat. Amidst the whirlwind of sensations, a sudden thought pierced through her daze.


  



  ‘In the end, he won’t tell me anything.’


  



  Would it really end up like this again? Despite failing to meet Cesare’s expectations, Eileen couldn’t let herself be completely swept away by the kiss. She gently pushed against his chest with the hand he wasn’t holding and tried to disentangle their fingers, signaling her need to pause and talk.


  



  However, Cesare seemed to interpret her gesture differently. He didn’t relent, holding her firmly. As their lips parted briefly, Eileen managed to call out his name.


  



  “Cesare…”


  



  But he didn’t respond to her call. There was no space for words between them; Eileen was entirely consumed by the intensity of his kiss, leaving her unable to voice her thoughts.


  



  When the kiss finally ended, Eileen gazed at Cesare, her eyes reflecting the many things she couldn’t put into words. Cesare gently brushed his fingers over her damp lips and spoke softly:


  



  “It’s okay if you don’t know everything.”


  



  If this had been the past, when she was still his child*, perhaps it would have been acceptable. But now, Eileen had changed; she wanted more. When she shook her head, Cesare’s gaze became intense, probing, as if he was searching for a new understanding within her.


  



  [E/N: This is meant as in how solely dependent she was–similar to a child. Or it can be thought about how innocent/ignorant like a child is.]


  



  “What is it that you want to know so badly?” he asked, his voice tinged with curiosity. “When you can’t even make a promise.”


  



  Feeling unfairly judged, Eileen snapped back, her voice steady despite her emotions.


  



  “But you, Cesare, you can’t make a promise either.”


  



  “So, I can’t make it?”


  



  “Yes…”


  



  Cesare let out a brief, mirthless laugh. His expression, once faintly smiling, now turned blank. The sudden shift in his demeanor caused Eileen to freeze, a belated realization of her own audacity washing over her.


  



  “I’m sorry.”


  



  Even as she apologized immediately, Cesare remained silent, his gaze fixed on her. The silence, though brief, felt interminable to Eileen. Unable to endure the heavy quiet, she nervously bit her lip.


  



  “I just…”


  



  As her voice wavered, Cesare covered his eyes with his hand. After a moment, he stood and walked to the window, staring out at the forest before returning to her.


  



  Eileen remained motionless, feeling as if the tension had frozen her in place.


  



  Cesare then looked down at her and spread his arms. His previously intense gaze softened. Eileen, relieved, rose and embraced him.


  



  “I didn’t mean to scare you.”


  



  As he held her, his voice was almost contemplative.


  



  “It’s difficult. I thought you were more obedient when you were younger.”


  



  Eileen wanted to respond that things were different now that she was an adult, but she wisely kept that to herself. Instead, she replied softly,


  



  “I wasn’t scared.”


  



  In truth, she wasn’t afraid of Cesare; rather, she feared that his affection for her might have waned, and that was what had frightened her in that moment.


  



  Their relationship was always defined by clear power dynamics. Everything required his permission. Hidden truths, affection… Eileen had nothing she could claim for herself.


  



  Overwhelmed by her emotions, Eileen stood on tiptoe and pressed her lips to the corner of Cesare’s mouth. She intended to kiss him, but her trembling caused her to miss slightly. Cesare’s eyes narrowed in response.


  



  Seeing his reaction, Eileen gently kissed his lips. Up until then, Cesare had allowed her to act on her own accord.


  



  While she could not claim his affection outright, she could still express it. Within the confines Cesare permitted, Eileen sought to convey her feelings.


  



  “Please… hold me.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 100


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare stared intently at Eileen. Although she had asked to be held, she was already in his embrace. It seemed he was questioning whether there was a deeper meaning behind her request.


  



  To confirm his thoughts, Eileen reached for his uniform with trembling hands and carefully began to unfasten a button. His crimson eyes followed her every movement. When she reached the third button, his hand swiftly intercepted hers.


  



  “There’s no need to do this,” he said in a firm yet gentle tone.


  



  “I would have told you anyway.”


  



  Cesare stepped back from Eileen and began to rebutton his uniform, his voice soft as he continued.


  



  “Lucio Zaetani has harbored feelings for you since your university days. His affection was not pure; he also engaged in inappropriate behavior.”


  



  Eileen had always known that Cesare had been watching over her during her university years, providing her with his protection.


  



  But she hadn’t expected him to know such specific details about someone’s feelings and actions. Eileen herself had been unaware of these details until now.


  



  “He would, for instance, stain objects meant as gifts with his s*men.”


  



  Eileen’s lips parted involuntarily at Cesare’s chilling words. Despite clearly hearing them, she struggled to process the gravity of what he had said. Cesare observed her bewildered expression and continued.


  



  “Recently, he attempted to commit vile acts in your lab. Under the Duke of Farbellini’s orders, he tried to steal research materials.”


  



  “Senior Lucio?” Eileen muttered, her face paling.


  



  “I didn’t know…”


  



  “You wouldn’t have.”


  



  Cesare cupped Eileen’s cheeks, gently holding her face steady so she had no choice but to meet his gaze. He searched her trembling eyes with his own, trying to convey something unspoken.


  



  “That’s what I hoped for.”


  



  The realization hit Eileen with a jolt. Cesare had kept the truth from her, not out of deceit, but to protect her from the sordid details. He had chosen to handle the unpleasantness himself, shielding her from the impurities that lay outside their carefully maintained world.


  



  “Eileen,” he said softly, drawing her back from her thoughts. His gaze remained steady, reflecting her image with a hint of sorrow.


  



  “I won’t tell you everything.”


  



  His crimson eyes locked onto hers, and Eileen saw her own reflection, blurred and almost distorted by the emotions and the truths she had yet to fully grasp.


  



  “I promise,” Cesare continued, “I will treat you differently from now on.”


  



  Though he would still withhold certain truths, he was willing to be more open about what lay beyond the boundaries he had set. It was a step toward greater honesty.


  



  Eileen’s voice trembled as she responded, her emotions still raw.


  



  “…I didn’t know. I almost misunderstood you again.”


  



  Eileen had briefly entertained the troubling thought that Cesare might have executed Lucio. It was a fleeting, unsettling notion, but it had crossed her mind.


  



  “Ordinary people don’t get killed.”


  



  “Then Senior Lucio…”


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  Cesare’s smile twisted slightly, betraying a hint of mischief.


  



  “If you keep bringing him up, it might make your husband think less of you.”


  



  He tightened his grip on Eileen’s face, causing her lips to pout. Though his demeanor was playful, his tone remained cold as he added,


  



  “Like thinking my wife might have had feelings for him.”


  



  Eileen’s eyes widened in shock. Cesare had misunderstood her entirely. She tried to defend herself, her lips forming small, uncertain words, but Cesare spoke first.


  



  “I know. It’s impossible.”


  



  There was a certain confidence in his voice, a certainty that Eileen would never look at anyone else. Cesare was well aware of her loyalty and feelings.


  



  “Still, it’s not a pleasant feeling.”


  



  He released his grip on her face, and the tension eased.


  



  “Did you receive the gift? It was obtained from the Duke of Farbellini.”


  



  As Cesare shifted the topic, Eileen instinctively reached out and grabbed his hand. The contact sent a shiver through her body, making her acutely aware of the warmth of his skin against hers.


  



  “I… I…”


  



  Just holding his hand made her feel a mix of emotions, the physical touch intensifying her response.


  



  “Let’s talk about this later…”


  



  “Later?”


  



  Cesare’s gaze was sharp, as if daring her to say more. Eileen felt her face flush, and she spoke hesitantly.


  



  “Now, if it’s not too much trouble… are you still, perhaps, avoiding such things…?”


  



  Cesare tilted his head slightly, wordlessly. The thought of escaping through the ominous forest beyond the back door crossed her mind. It seemed a preferable option to standing here, unable to lift her gaze in embarrassment.


  



  After observing Eileen’s discomfort, Cesare swiftly unfastened the top button of his uniform and proceeded to unbutton the rest. His shirt underneath became visible. He asked calmly,


  



  “Do you want to?”


  



  Eileen struggled to find an answer. She had previously summoned the courage to ask for a hug, hoping to confirm Cesare’s affection. Now, she faced a cold and unresponsive demeanor.


  



  “Has it been a duty until now?”


  



  Rumor had it that newlyweds engaged in such activities daily, but the frequency between Cesare and her was notably low. Even when they had been intimate, Cesare had firmly rejected her pleas for more pleasure.


  



  The more she pondered it, the more it seemed that their past intimacy had been a matter of obligation rather than genuine connection.


  



  “Have I acted thoughtlessly again?”


  



  Now, Cesare seemed to be trying to embrace her out of duty. Realizing the situation, Eileen shook her head slowly and replied.


  



  “No… I’m sorry for taking up your time.”


  



  Unable to endure the embarrassment and eager to escape, she thought it might be better to quickly return to the Grand Duchy. Eileen took a step back, hoping to hide.


  



  “Thank you for telling me. I’ll… go home first…”


  



  But as Eileen retreated, Cesare moved closer, calmly closing the distance like a predator cornering its prey. Soon, Eileen found herself pressed against the wall with Cesare standing in front of her. Confused, she looked up and mumbled her unfinished words.


  



  “I’ll be going…”


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  “Yes, yes?”


  



  Her voice wavered. Trembling like a cornered mouse, she watched as Cesare leaned against the wall, casting a dark shadow over her. He spoke as though he were trapping her.


  



  “Where are you going when I’ve started undressing you?”


  



  To be precise, he had undressed her earlier, and now he was simply continuing the process. But there was no time to argue about details.


  



  “Um, I mean, home.”


  



  “Why?”


  



  “There’s a lot of work to do… Ah!”


  



  As Eileen’s voice trailed off, swallowed by her growing sense of panic, Cesare made a decisive move. There was a ripping sound as he tore her dress.


  



  Eileen’s eyes widened in shock, her gaze fixed on Cesare. His expression was a mix of amusement and intensity, as though something inside him had shifted.


  



  As she puzzled over what she might have done wrong, Cesare swiftly removed the upper part of her dress. Exposed to the daylight in nothing but her underwear, Eileen hurriedly wrapped her arms around herself.


  



  As she stared up at Cesare, he gently took her left hand and guided it to his lips.


  



  “Do you want to go home after hearing about the senior?”


  



  “No, it’s not that…”


  



  Before she could finish her response, Cesare bit the fourth finger of her left hand. He bit down hard enough to leave a noticeable bite mark just above her wedding ring.


  



  “Don’t go, Eileen.”


  



  Cesare licked the bitten finger and then kissed the palm of her hand. His long, dark eyelashes framed his eyes, which had taken on a seductive gleam. As he gazed down at her, his voice softened into a sensual whisper.


  



  “Stay with your husband.”
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  Eileen’s hand trembled as it was held, and she bit her lip, nodding slightly. Whenever Cesare referred to himself as her husband, she felt a wave of embarrassment. It wasn’t that he was mistaken, but the term still made her uncomfortable.


  “Yes…”


  Realizing she had only nodded, Eileen finally spoke softly. After a moment’s hesitation, she added,


  “There’s no need to do this out of obligation if you don’t want to.”


  Cesare had always been kind to Eileen, fulfilling her wishes with patience. However, she never expected him to extend that kindness to their intimate relationship.


  The thought of Cesare enduring her requests for intimacy while hiding his own discomfort was deeply humiliating. Eileen managed a small, forced smile, struggling to keep her feelings of misery in check.


  Seeing her awkward smile, Cesare tilted his head slightly and asked,


  “Obligation?”


  He seemed puzzled by the term, staring at her in confusion. Eileen, forcing a smile, replied,


  “Yes… I’m sorry. I didn’t realize how you might feel.”


  Just as he had given her sweet treats and kind words in her youth, she tried to convey that there was no need for him to engage in intimacy merely to comfort her.


  Coming to terms with the fact that she lacked physical attraction for her husband wasn’t as distressing as she had imagined. In fact, it brought a sense of relief.


  ‘As long as I’m careful going forward.’


  She gathered her positive thoughts, feeling relieved to have come to this realization. As Eileen busied herself with her own concerns, Cesare let out a light chuckle.


  He guided her hand down to his groin.


  “…!”


  Eileen’s lips parted as she felt the hard, raw texture in her palm. Cesare guided her hand, letting her feel the long, firm shape against her fingers, and whispered.


  “Does it seem like an obligation?”


  Eileen, feeling the firmness, struggled to find a response.


  “N-no, not at all.”


  “Then?”


  “Because you’re enjoying it…?”


  Uncertain, she ended her question with a rising tone, prompting Cesare’s gaze to soften.


  “It’s a big deal that you had so little trust in me.”


  Cesare tugged at her underwear, revealing one of her bre@sts. Eileen shivered as her bre@st was exposed to the bright daylight.


  “What can I do to make you believe?”


  He bent down and kissed her exposed bre@st with a deep, lingering kiss, leaving a mark on her skin. He then said softly.


  “How about spending a week in bed?”


  “A-a week?”


  The idea seemed physically impossible to Eileen. However, she barely had time to process his suggestion before he continued his actions.


  Cesare cupped her bre@st in his large hand and licked her n!pple with his tongue. Each time his wet skin brushed against her n!pple, it hardened. Soon, he began sucking and nibbling on the erect n!pple.


  “Aah…”


  Eileen moaned involuntarily as the sensation made her body burn. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand, aware of the soldiers and Senon outside. The old wooden door wouldn’t be able to muffle her moans effectively.


  While Eileen was internally panicking and covering her mouth, Cesare leisurely continued to suck her bre@st. He made one n!pple stand out before finally pulling away.


  He gently touched the n!pple with his fingers, sending tingling sensations through her. Cesare looked at Eileen, who was still covering her mouth, and asked.


  “Don’t you want to make noise?”


  Eileen, uncovering her mouth slightly, confessed honestly,


  “It’s because I’m worried it might be heard outside. If you touch me… I won’t be able to hold back…”


  She struggled even with this small act, fearing that if things progressed further, she might lose control and make unwanted sounds.


  Yet, she didn’t want to end this moment prematurely. Eileen hesitated as a potential solution came to mind—one that could satisfy both her and Cesare.


  Although she worried it might seem too forward, her desire to spend this time with Cesare gave her the courage to speak up.


  “Could I… touch you, Cesare?”


  She had touched him briefly on their wedding night, but since then, she had never taken a more significant role in their intimacy. Always on the receiving end of affection, she now wished to touch him as well. Knowing that Cesare’s actions were driven by desire rather than obligation made her eager to show him that she could bring him pleasure, too.


  ‘I want to make Cesare feel good, too.’


  Perhaps this would draw him even closer to her.


  Her curiosity to explore Cesare’s body in detail was undeniable. She wanted to feel and examine every inch of his sculpted form. Deep down, she longed to memorize the shape and number of scars on his body, as she had always wanted to know everything about him.


  Trying to mask her intense desire, she waited for his response. Cesare’s eyes widened slightly in surprise at her unexpected request, but he quickly broke into a genuinely pleased smile.


  “As you wish, my lady.”


  He encouraged her in a soft voice.


  “Touch me, Eileen.”


  Eileen blinked rapidly, her throat going dry as she swallowed nervously. Despite her bold question, the permission made her feel tense and apprehensive.


  Understanding Eileen’s apprehension, Cesare guided her hand to his shirt, helping her unfasten the buttons. As the white shirt came undone, revealing his solid chest, Eileen felt overwhelmed. The intimate scene made her head spin.


  Taking a deep breath, Eileen tried to mimic Cesare’s actions. Remembering how he had touched her, she began to explore him in a similar manner.


  She started by pressing her lips along his extended neck, lightly licking the prominent muscle. Cesare adjusted his posture, slightly bending forward to make it easier for her to touch him.


  Eileen placed her hands gently on his chest, feeling the smooth skin under her fingers. The act of touching, especially with the intent of being intimate, felt strange and unfamiliar. Each caress brought a curious mixture of tension and excitement.


  As she ran her trembling hands over his firm abdomen and waist, Cesare let out a low groan. Startled, Eileen quickly withdrew her hands and glanced at him, relieved to see no sign of displeasure.


  Fearing she might have touched him incorrectly, Eileen let out a silent sigh of relief. Cesare, noticing her nervousness, gently pushed her tousled hair behind her ear and gave her a reassuring smile.


  “Do as you wish.”


  The words suggested a deeper insight into her actions. Although it was clear that Cesare wasn’t impacted by what she had done, the statement still carried a degree of risk.


  Eileen continued to explore him, her fingers lightly tracing the scars scattered across his torso. She even attempted to grip his chest as he had done with hers. Cesare responded with a faint smile, the reason for which remained unclear. Not wanting to disrupt the mood, Eileen refrained from asking questions and continued.


  As Eileen touched him, Cesare’s smile broadened into a full grin.


  “Eileen.”


  “…Yes?”


  Cesare, with a playful and affectionate tone, gently stroked her as if charmed by her presence, and asked,


  “Have you wanted to suck your husband’s chest all this time?”
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  Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise as she pressed her lips against Cesare’s chest. His unexpected question made her feel awkward.


  While she had felt a certain s*xual excitement when seeing his well-defined muscles, she had never considered wanting to suck his chest specifically. Her actions were intended to reciprocate the pleasure Cesare had given her, with the hope that it would be equally enjoyable for him.


  Her confidence wavered as she realized her attempt had been a complete misjudgment. Despite her efforts, Cesare seemed more amused than aroused by her actions, which was evident from the affectionate way he stroked her hair.


  Feeling disheartened by her failure, Eileen pulled her lips away from his chest. Cesare’s voice, still playful, asked, “Already finished?”


  “It’s not over yet,” she replied, though her mood was clearly subdued.


  She reached for his pants, but her wrist was caught. “What are you trying to do?” he asked.


  Embarrassed, Eileen hesitated to answer. Cesare waited patiently until she finally admitted.


  “I was hoping to… do what you did to me…”


  Cesare echoed her words, slightly clarifying, “You want to put this in your mouth?”


  “Yes…”


  Although Eileen had originally planned only to lick him with her tongue, she responded as if that were her actual intent. She remembered that the genitals were highly sensitive and hoped this would provide him with significant pleasure.


  Cesare, however, didn’t seem particularly enthusiastic. He touched her lips with his fingers, feeling their shape and pressing them in, exploring her mouth.


  As he traced her lips and touched the inside of her mouth, Eileen struggled to hold back any involuntary reactions. Her eyes closed tightly as he touched her sensitive areas. 


  After what felt like an eternity, Cesare withdrew his fingers, leaving a trail of saliva between them. Eileen gasped for breath and looked up at him.


  “I can do it.”


  Cesare simply looked at her without offering a clear response.


  Growing anxious, Eileen added, “I want to do this too.”


  She didn’t want their intimate moments to feel one-sided; she hoped to share this experience with him. Cesare, observing her earnest gaze, smiled slightly.


  “So many things you want to do,” he remarked, then released her wrist, granting her permission.


  Eileen instinctively tried to kneel, thinking it would be easier to perform the act from that position. However, Cesare stopped her and gently guided her to sit in a chair he had positioned in front of the wall, standing close by.


  He adjusted himself so that his groin was directly in front of her face. Trapped between the wall and Cesare, Eileen began to fumble with his belt, feeling unsure and clumsy.


  Cesare, patient and silent, watched as Eileen struggled with the belt. She finally managed to undo it and carefully pulled down his underwear, encountering some resistance as she did so.


  When Eileen finally faced his erect member, she held her breath. The strong masculine scent overwhelmed her, intensifying her already rapid heartbeat.


  With cautious hands, Eileen grasped his pen!s. The thickness felt overwhelming in her grasp. She gently held it and examined it closely, trying to overcome her previous embarrassment and gain the composure needed to perform the act properly.


  Until now, she had been too embarrassed and shy to examine it closely, having only managed brief glances. However, after seeing it a few times, she began to feel more at ease. Eileen took a deep breath and carefully observed Cesare’s genit@ls.


  The thick pen!s had a shape that seemed like a symbol of lewdness. Unlike the white and clean skin, the pen!s, which had a darker color, felt heavy and seemed a bit droopy even though it was half-erect.


  Eileen knew well what kind of pleasure this could bring her. The memory of the pleasure she learned from when the thick shaft, with veins bulging like roots, swept through her inner walls and the bulbous head pressed deeply into her was vivid.


  The scrotum beneath was also large. When he moved vigorously, it had struck her buttocks.


  Unknowingly, Eileen kept her lips slightly parted as she stared at it. When the pre-c*m dripped from the urethr@, she suddenly snapped back to reality.


  “Eileen…”


  Cesare called her name softly and rubbed the tip of his pen!s against her lips and cheek. As the sticky trail was left behind, Eileen remained still, then slowly parted her lips and extended her tongue.


  Cesare placed the tip of his pen!s on Eileen’s tongue. Trying not to let her hands tremble too much, Eileen carefully moved her tongue.


  She decided to start by licking it just as he had done to her. As she licked the tip, the pre-c*m stuck to her tongue. It felt too strange, making her freeze momentarily before she licked again.


  The small, diligent licking was no different from a puppy drinking water. Although it was clumsy and far from perfect, Cesare responded immediately.


  His pen!s soon became firm and stood erect. Seeing it react like that made Eileen even more eager.


  She parted her lips and took the tip into her mouth. Sucking on it as if it were a lollipop, Cesare’s large hand gently brushed against her ear and hair. As he softly caressed her ear, he murmured in a languid tone, “You’re doing well.”


  Seeing his face through her slightly blurred vision, filled with pleasure, Eileen felt a surge of confidence. She believed she was capable of even more. She greedily took the pen!s deeper into her mouth.


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare tried to stop her immediately, but she pretended not to hear. Even in bed, she refused to act like a child. With a rebellious spirit, she intentionally made sounds and took him deeper into her mouth.


  Cesare let out a short laugh. His hand, which had been gently caressing her ear, grew more insistent.


  “Do you really need to go through it to feel satisfied?”


  As he groaned and mumbled, Cesare grabbed the back of Eileen’s head and pushed his pen!s deeper.


  “…!”


  With a sudden thrust to the back of her throat, stars appeared before her eyes. The suffocating pain and gag reflex made her throat convulse. As she gagged, Cesare groaned softly and pushed deeper.


  Tears naturally welled up. Despite the suffocating pain making her tongue squirm, it only seemed to provide pleasure to the intruder.


  As Cesare continued to thrust relentlessly, Eileen’s vision blurred. He roughly pulled out his pen!s.


  “Ha… ha, ha…”


  Eileen coughed and gasped for breath. Her lips were dripping with saliva, and tears streamed down her face. Cesare lifted Eileen’s face with his hand.


  “Why are you just lying there?”


  He checked Eileen’s reddened lips and scolded her again.


  “You need to push it away.”


  With her face smeared with tears and saliva, Eileen gasped for breath. Cesare wiped away her tears with his fingers and said.


  “Don’t think you can just suck like that next time. Okay?”
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  She regretted her rebellion, realizing it had left her with nothing to show for it. Feeling a tingling pain in her throat, Eileen responded softly.


  “Yes.”


  Despite her answer, a trace of resistance lingered in her heart. She felt that if he would just stay still, she could do more.


  ‘But if he needs to thrust like that to get pleasure…’


  It seemed like something she could only achieve with more effort. As things stood, it was out of the question.


  On the other hand, Eileen recognized that Cesare was treating her with genuine care. Since spending their first night together, Eileen had developed an interest in int*rcourse. Although it was difficult and overwhelming, she had discovered a pleasure that far exceeded the pain.


  She also appreciated the way Cesare gently touched her during their encounters. His new appearance in the private night bedroom was also pleasing.


  If Cesare had acted according to her wishes, Eileen would never have liked int*rcourse.


  The shock of witnessing her father’s intimate moments with a woman was vividly imprinted in Eileen’s memory. That memory had instilled a feeling of disgust towards int*rcourse.


  However, she felt no revulsion during s*xual acts with Cesare. She accepted him without any hesitation.


  Cesare was the only exception in Eileen’s life.


  As she reflected on her feelings for him, Eileen parted her lips slowly.


  “I’m sorry…”


  Ultimately, she had failed to make him feel good. With no other thoughts coming to mind, she looked up at Cesare and asked quietly.


  “Why don’t you put it inside me? I’ll make sure to keep quiet.”


  Eileen, eager to satisfy his desires, asked him to proceed. Instead of immediately thrusting, Cesare gently kissed her on the forehead.


  “I told you I can’t just put it in.”


  Eileen recalled the foreplay he had performed before the actual penetration. Cesare had always insisted on thoroughly teasing and tormenting her before allowing insertion.


  “But…”


  There was no suitable place to lie down. As Eileen hesitated, Cesare knelt in front of her, and she was taken aback by his willingness to lower himself without hesitation.


  For someone of his high rank, it was unthinkable to humble himself in such a manner.


  “Cesare, please! Get up.”


  In her urgency, Eileen reached out, trying to lift him, but he showed no intention of standing. He remained on one knee, like a knight swearing an oath, and gently removed Eileen’s shoes.


  “Lift your skirt.”


  Eileen gathered the hem of her dress as he instructed. With the abundant fabric in her arms, her legs were fully exposed.


  Although she had already shown her bare body several times, exposing her legs made her tremble with nervousness.


  As her shoes were removed and white silk stockings were revealed, Eileen, feeling embarrassed, curled her toes and called out to him.


  “Cesare…”


  She hoped he would stop and get up, but Cesare placed her foot on his hand and examined it closely. His large hands made Eileen’s foot fit perfectly in his palm.


  The most noble person in the empire, who was above everyone else, was now beneath Eileen’s feet. The fact was so bizarre that Eileen could hardly bear it. She hoped Cesare would get up soon.


  After playfully caressing her foot for a while, Cesare eventually kissed her calf. In a casual tone, he said,


  “I plan to inscribe your name on the triumphal arch, Eileen.”


  “…What? On the triumphal arch?”


  The statement was so unexpected that Eileen was sure she must have heard it wrong. How could someone as inconsequential as she was during the war—an ordinary baroness—be deemed worthy of having her name on a triumphal arch?


  Securing approval for the arch itself had taken months of intense debate with the council. Suggesting that the name of a wife, unrelated to the war, be inscribed on it would have been a political blunder, likely to provoke fierce opposition.


  As Eileen’s face paled with concern, Cesare spoke as if it were of little consequence.


  “Of course it should be done. It’s for you.”


  She had many questions but couldn’t continue the conversation. Cesare immediately grabbed Eileen’s thighs and spread them apart, placing her legs on the armrests and pressing his face between her legs.


  “Aah!”


  Eileen cried out sharply and clutched the hem of her dress tightly. Her toes, which had been dangling in the air, stiffened and trembled.


  Cesare began to lick the wet, clinging underwear. He traced the contours of her v*lva with his tongue and squeezed her thighs. Eileen, glancing down at Cesare through the fabric of her dress, was even more shocked.


  While he licked her v*lva, he massaged her thighs with one hand and touched his own genitals with the other.


  The mixture of pre-c*m from the urethr@ and Eileen’s saliva had already made his member damp. It seemed to be easy to handle with his hand. He shook his member loosely and rubbed his tongue over Eileen’s v*lva.


  Eileen tensed her whole body, trembling with effort below. Cesare let out a low laugh as he saw her lower body twitching in convulsions. He licked the moisture seeping through the thin fabric.


  “Why is it already wet here?”


  “That’s because…”


  Eileen recalled that Cesare wanted her to speak honestly in bed. Though it was an embarrassing admission, she confessed without filtering her words.


  “Because sucking on you made me feel strange.”


  The arous@l she felt when he touched her chest also made her wet below. However, it was when she took Cesare’s member into her mouth and sucked that her underwear became completely soaked.


  The anticipation of the pleasure brought by a man and Cesare’s lewd reactions to her touch caused the moisture to flow freely from below.


  “Did you enjoy sucking on your husband’s?”


  Eileen nodded very slightly, looking around. She truly didn’t dislike it and enjoyed it. She was pleased to see Cesare moaning in response to her actions.


  “It must be disappointing not being able to suck it…”


  However, Cesare never gave permission for her to suck him. He murmured softly and soaked the underwear with his fingers. The deeply pink flesh, soaked through, flinched as it touched the air. A sticky string of fluids stretched between her underwear and her v*lva.


  He was merely looking at it. Yet, as if being caressed by his gaze, fluids flowed abundantly from her v*lva. Cesare, who watched the fluids spilling from her trembling v*lva, pressed his lips against it.


  “Ugh…!”


  Despite being mentally prepared, a moan escaped. The sound of his strong sucking echoed. The raw, lewd noises followed one after another.


  He tilted his head and sucked on her v*lva as if kissing, pushing his tongue inside. It was a deep kiss, his sharp nose buried in the moist flesh. He gently licked and swallowed the fluids pouring from inside her.


  Eileen moaned and twisted her body. The chair rattled as she squirmed, bumping against the wall. The creaking of the wooden chair and the loud banging against the wall were noisy.


  The suspicious sounds would surely be heard outside. However, Eileen was struggling just to suppress the moans rising from her throat.


  “Ugh, uhh, ugh, mmm…!”


  Perhaps due to her unstable position, the sensations were even sharper. Her cl!toris, now swollen like a small bead, was engorged with blood. After licking up all the fluids inside her, he also tormented her cl!toris as if it were insufficient.


  He rubbed it with his tongue and sucked hard, causing the fluids he had stolen to gush out again. Eileen stretched her toes wide and shook her head vigorously.


  “Ah, Cesare, I… I can’t, s-slow down…”


  But Cesare never listened to her during these moments. He sucked on her cl!toris until it was fully swallowed, sucking intensely. Her insides felt like they were bubbling. Eileen hurriedly informed him of her state.


  “I-I feel like I’m going to… ah, aah!”


  Before long, the climax arrived. Eileen arched her back and moaned.


  “Ah!”


  Her whole body shook. Her vision flickered. But there was no time to savor the aftershocks of the climax. Cesare, as if waiting, sucked on her cl!toris and inserted his fingers into her v*lva.


  His fingers penetrated deeply into her convulsing vagin@. The intruding fingers stimulated the thickened cl!toris behind her, without hesitation.


  Eileen moaned weakly, as if dying, from the force of his probing. Her vision lost focus. Her body, having experienced multiple climaxes, reacted as it had been trained. Soon after, a second climax hit, releasing her strength from below.


  “I-I’m going to… ah!”


  The fluids gushed from her v*lva, and clear liquid erupted from her cl!toris. The liquid oozing from her urethr@ squirted all over Cesare’s face. Even though his face was drenched, Cesare didn’t care and continued moving his tongue. He slowly licked the trembling v*lva and drank the fluids.


  Cesare slowly lifted his head, looking at Eileen, who was dazed from the aftershocks of her climax. He wiped his wet face with the back of his hand and gave a twisted smile.


  Cesare slowly raised his body, gripping Eileen’s thighs on both sides. Then, he immediately thrust his member inside her.
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  “…!”


  Eileen’s eyes were wide with shock; she couldn’t even scream. Stuck at the root and unable to move, all she could do was tremble and gasp for breath.


  In an instant, her body, which had been halfway down from the chair, was drawn inward. Eileen curled her waist, trying to adjust to the sudden shift.


  She reached out with the hand that had been clutching the hem of her skirt and grasped Cesare’s forearm.


  The flowing clothes covered her lower body, but the lewd sight was still there. Rather, it felt even more lewd when a part was covered.


  Cesare grasped her forearm and waited as Eileen trembled pitifully. After a moment, he seemed to grow impatient and slowly lifted her waist. Each gentle movement elicited a cry from Eileen.


  “Hah, wait, wait…!”


  She dug her nails into his forearm and begged earnestly, but fortunately he stopped this time. Eileen, who had barely come down from the afterglow of her climax, witnessed a horrifying sight.


  Liquid dripped from Cesare’s face. There was no need to think about the identity of the droplets that had formed and dripped down the tip of her chin. They were the drops she had released while reaching her climax.


  Even though she didn’t have much experience, she felt that something had gone wrong. She had definitely not made such a mistake so quickly before.


  As the number of times she had s*x with Cesare increased, her body seemed to be becoming more and more sensitive. She was worried that she would eventually react even if she was just lightly touched with her finger.


  In any case, it was undeniable that she had been rude to him. In fact, her actions went far beyond mere rudeness. She wished it were all just a dream, but it felt too real for that to be the case.


  ‘To behave like this…’


  Her eyes were dizzy. As Eileen was sobbing and absentmindedly examining his wet face, Cesare licked his lips as if he was watching. His lips were also soaked with Eileen’s liquid. Eileen hurriedly stopped him as he licked them as if it was nothing.


  “D-don’t lick that…”


  “Don’t lick what?”


  “I made a mistake… I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “What should I do?”


  Tears welled up in her large eyes, and Cesare’s eyebrows knit together in concern. He gently wiped the moisture from his eyelashes with his fingers.


  “What am I supposed to do if you’re crying already? I still have so much to get done.”


  Then he opened his lips and showed his red mouth. Eileen stared at his bright red insides as if he was possessed. Cesare squinted his eyes, enjoying Eileen’s gaze. He licked her fingertips with his tongue and tasted tears as he said.


  “Next time, c*m here.”


  “I-in your mouth?”


  Eileen’s eyes widened at the unbelievable dirty talk. She was so surprised that she asked back, and Cesare snickered. It was a laugh that clearly showed that he was amused by her surprised appearance.


  Cesare looked straight down at Eileen and moved his waist. His long pen!s slowly slipped out of her v@gina and then plunged back in.


  Although she had experienced two strong climaxes in a row, it was still a place that had not been fully relaxed. The thick pen!s slowly dug inside, releasing the muscles that were tightly clenched.


  “Hoo…”


  Cesare exhaled softly. Since her v@gina was covered in love juice, it was easy to go in and out. Unlike the first time when she had been so tightly clenched that she couldn’t even properly receive his fingers, Eileen’s now accepted his member without difficulty. Even taking his pen!s with her tender flesh while sucking it on her own.*


  [E/N: The sucking part seems to imply that she’s now even willing to give him a bl*wjob. Hopefully, the following paragraph makes this sentence make more sense.]


  The gradual transformation of her  body was immensely satisfying. Cesare suppressed a pleased chuckle, savoring the sensation. The changes were such that she could never be content with an ordinary man, but Eileen was unaware of this. She would never know.


  He pulled out his pen!s until the thick glans was caught in the v@ginal opening, and then slowly pushed it back in deep. Every time he did that, Eileen let out a moaning sound.


  Not knowing what to do about the thrilling pleasure, he slightly shook his waist, and when the pen!s went deep inside, he held it with strength in her v@gina. It was an obscene act that he committed without realizing it.


  However, even while having promiscuous s*x, Eileen was still pure. Her essence would not change no matter what dirty things Cesare did.


  Cesare watched her flushed face intently as he shifted his waist, absorbing every subtle change in his movements. Her golden-green eyes, which sparkled like stars, reflected the depth of her love for him—a love that was both irrational and blind.


  However, Cesare didn’t believe her feelings mirrored his own, nor did he wish them to.


  To save Eileen, he made countless sacrifices. He created rivers of blood, piled mountains of corpses, and even gave up his own body and soul.


  To save Eileen, he ultimately had to kill her. It was a murder committed by his own hands. After experiencing seven deaths, he managed to turn back time, but the cost was his own ruin.


  He swallowed a laugh as memories of the past surged in his mind once more. To escape the torment of his thoughts, he focused on Eileen and reveled in the warmth of her living, breathing body in his arms.


  Cesare reached out and gently cradled the back of Eileen’s head with one hand, while he held her close with the other.


  He felt a faint tremor as he kissed her slender neck. Eileen clung to him, wrapping her arms and legs around his body. The intensity of her desperate embrace was almost more than he could bear.


  “Haa, Eileen, Eileen…”


  He bit her slender neck while calling her name. He bit until the bite marks turned red and sucked her skin as he pleased. Then he pressed his lips together. He swallowed the saliva flowing out from the excessive pleasure, and roughly thrust his tongue in and thrusted his genit@ls as if he was crushing it. *


  [E/N: It’s implied that he’s kissing Eileen, the following paragraph makes this sentence make more sense.]


  “Huk, huff, huff…!”


  He swallowed all the suppressed moans coming out of Eileen. Even though he thrust his genitals deepest and teased her by pounding the entrance to her uterus, she still felt thirsty. Her vision swam with dizziness from the unquenchable thirst.


  As the movements became violent, Eileen couldn’t stand it and her body convulsed. The moment his lips parted, Eileen immediately threw her head back and screamed.


  “Haaah!”


  The hand that had been holding the back of her head was crushed against the wall. Eileen, who had been entangled with Cesare and moaning, suddenly came to her senses. She was concerned that his hand might be hurt. With great effort, she stirred her tongue, which had gone numb from overwhelming pleasure.


  “Hand, hand…”


  “You know it’ll get better soon.”


  However, Cesare immediately gave up and covered Eileen’s lips again. As if he wouldn’t allow even a moment of separation, he hugged Eileen tightly and kissed her.


  Eileen spread her legs wide without realizing it. She wanted him to dig deeper. Her unconscious wish came true right away.


  Cesare filled Eileen to the brim. He thrust his pen!s into her until her stomach burst*, and slapped her cerv!x wildly while panting.


  [E/N: Just a figure of speech.]


  Her eyes rolled back every time her intimate area was stimulated. Eileen couldn’t even breathe properly and received his pen!s while panting. A dull pain-like pleasure came from her lower abdomen. Then, a sensitive sensation like being pricked by a needle came to her cl!toris.


  “Ah, hmph, ah, no… , hic, hmph, Cesare, again, I think I’m going to c*m again…”


  She felt like she was going to make another mistake. She told him urgently, but he kept slapping her cerv!x as if telling her to c*m. While doing so, he bit Eileen’s neck and rubbed her cl!toris with one hand.


  “Ah, ah, ah…!”


  In the end, Eileen reached her climax, wetting her entire skirt. The liquid that had been flowing weakly stopped for a moment, but flowed again with every time his pen!s pounded inside. 


  Every time she kept c*mming, her whole body trembled. Eileen cried and begged with a voice mixed with moans.


  “Ugh, please, just wait, ha, I, keep going, ah, it won’t stop…”


  “No, Eileen.”


  Cesare’s eyes turned bright red and he smiled wickedly.


  “You have to c*m more.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  He held Eileen tightly, not releasing her despite her tears, struggles, and trembling.


  He rubbed her cl!toris and repeatedly pounded inside her, and Eileen, who kept leaking, finally screamed as if she was going to faint.


  “Haaak!”


  She forgot all about being cautious and gripped Cesare’s forearm with all her strength. His uniform became disheveled under her touch, but she didn’t care.


  The sensation of being tingled made his body lean back and her tongue stick out. Cesare sucked Eileen’s tongue and kissed her deeply, and finally caressed his groin.


  “Haa, haa…”


  Cesare frowned. Eileen felt the strength in his buttocks, thighs, and lower abdomen as she touched. The hardened muscles trembled.


  Without realizing it, Eileen spread her legs and pressed her lower body against him. Her v@gina twitched loudly, anticipating the c*m that would pour out from the man. 


  Her v@ginal walls tightened and accepted the pen!s greedily. It was a movement that urged him to fill her with s*men.


  Eileen squeezed her v@gina tightly, even though she thought she was acting lewdly. Her mouth was dry from anticipation. When she swallowed Cesare’s saliva from her lips that were touching, she let out a deep moan.


  At the same time, he ej*culated. The s*men powerfully hot out and hit the sensitive v@ginal walls.


  Her insides, already filled with his pen!s, were filled with s*men. It was an indescribable ecstasy, beyond the reach of words.Eileen moaned and shivered at the thrilling sensation that spread from head to toe.


  “Ah, ah, aaang…!”


  As the deepest part was soaked, the love juice that she thought had been squeezed out and dried up poured out again. The joint that was already soaked with the liquid that Eileen had shot out was once again soaked with love juice.


  Cesare gently rubbed her cl!toris while ej*culating, lifting his waist slightly. Eileen’s body, overwhelmed by the sensation, convulsed and writhed, but he continued to torment her until the very end.


  The painfully sharp pleasure scratched her lower body. She wanted to ask him to stop for a moment, but contrary to her thoughts, only excited moans continuously burst from her lips.


  In the end, his hand stopped only after Eileen had another light org@sm. Before she knew it, his long ej*culation was over.


  The two held each other in silence for a while, catching their breath. Eileen exhaled deeply and then turned to look at Cesare.


  In contrast to Eileen, who was nearly n@ked, Cesare was still half-dressed. Eileen reached out and gently caressed his uniform, her fingers brushing over the abbreviated medal. Their eyes met as she lingered on the insignia.


  A sense of longing lingered in their gazes as they stared at each other. Eileen slowly curled her fingers, and after a brief silence, Cesare spoke in a faint, cracked voice.


  “Don’t cry, Eileen.”


  Eileen blinked slowly and replied softly, “Yes…”


  At her gentle response, Cesare kissed Eileen, pressing his lips lightly before pulling them away. He then quickly covered her face with his hands.


  Eileen gently leaned her face into his hand, feeling the warmth of his large palm cupping her cheek. Suddenly, she sprang up, a sense of urgency overtaking her.


  This was no time for such moments. She needed to handle the situation and return to the Grand Duke’s residence. Her thoughts had nearly unraveled in the midst of it all, and she had groaned without restraint. She could only hope the soldiers outside hadn’t heard everything.


  Frustration surged through her as she prayed that the soldiers would keep their distance.


  When Eileen groaned and tried to get up, Cesare slowly pulled out his pen!s causing s*men and love juice to flow out.


  Eileen’s shoulders trembled from the sensation of the flowing liquid as she struggled to rise on her unsteady legs. She managed to move beside the chair and braced herself against the wall with her hands.


  “Cesare…”


  When she looked up at him, still in the afterglow of her org@sm, she realized that something was strange.


  Cesare naturally pushed Eileen against the wall and kissed her. In the midst of his kiss, Eileen was trapped flat between the wall and Cesare.


  “Huh, Cesare, wait, wait.”


  Feeling the intensity of the moment, Eileen pushed him away and turned her body. Pressing herself against the wall, she turned her back slightly and said urgently.


  “Let’s go back to the Grand Duke’s residence first… Ah!”


  However, Eileen realized that she had made the wrong choice. He dropped Eileen’s dress skirt, grabbed her plump buttocks with both hands, and spread them apart. Then, he thrust his pen!s right into her exposed v@gina.


  It was a place that had been completely loosened up after experiencing intense caressing and multiple climaxes. Her wet flesh easily accepted his cock. She was surprised by the sensation of him penetrating deep inside her, but she couldn’t stop herself from moaning at the pleasure that followed.


  As Eileen lifted her buttocks, his large hands carelessly kneaded her flesh. He gripped her buttocks so tightly that his handprints were left, then released them and immediately grabbed her chest with both hands.


  “Ah! Hah, hmph, ahh…!”


  Eileen was swept away by him without thinking. Her legs, which were raised high due to the difference in their sizes, trembled. Then, Cesare spread Eileen’s legs and made her sit on top of his thighs.


  Her entire body weight was focused on him. His pen!s dug deeper than ever, and her eyes spun. Eileen, lost in the moment, unconsciously scratched the wall with her fingernails. Noticing this, Cesare swiftly reached out and grasped her hand.


  He roughly pushed her waist up while holding down both wrists from behind. Eileen couldn’t hold out for long due to his fierce thrusts. Spreading her legs wide, she squirted again.


  She left dark stains on the wooden wall and soaked her dress, shaking her whole body. Her bre@sts shook because she was being penetrated, so Cesare held her tightly and twisted and bounced her n!pples as he pleased, fondling her..


  Her mind went blank. Completely overcome by Cesare, Eileen’s lips parted involuntarily, and uncontrolled words tumbled out.


  “Hah, yes, good, hhng…!”


  “Like this?”


  “Yes, ahh, yes, hhh!”


  She cried out, “Good” every time he teased her n!pples and crushed her cerv!x. 


  She shed tears and writhed wildly, releasing fluid and water.


  Forgetting her shame, she simply became completely intoxicated by the pleasure Cesare gave her, and wiggled her hips to match the strength of his thrusts. Cesare twisted his lips and laughed at the buttocks that were struggling to accept more of him.


  He bit Eileen’s neck with a bad smile like a street thug. He left marks and scars without permission, and then he took her lips.


  “Haaah…!”


  When Eileen curled up and climaxed, he deliberately teased her n!pples even more so that she wouldn’t be able to easily come down from the sensation of climax.


  Eileen’s eyes completely lost focus. Even though Eileen was half-conscious, he didn’t stop thrusting. No, he couldn’t stop. With his hot body and her longing moans, he confirmed Eileen’s survival and his own reality.


  Soon, his lower abdomen began to hurt. He wanted to ej@culate right away, so he repeatedly thrust his swollen pen!s into the cervix. He didn’t hide his sinister desire to fill her with his own s*men and ej@culated.


  S*men shot out of the gaping glans. Eileen couldn’t stand the feeling of the s*men filling up inside her and twisted her body as she climaxed again.


  Even so, Cesare held her entire body, leaving her only able to move her shoulders slightly. He gently supported her limp form, her lips parted in a daze.


  “Is it hard?”


  He asked, licking the saliva flowing down the corners of her lips, and Eileen answered in a dying voice.


  “Yes… Yes, it’s hard…”


  “You kept urging me to do more before.”


  “That was last time. Today… huff, stop…”


  Cesare tilted his head slightly and looked down at Eileen. Her hazy golden-green eyes gazed up at him with earnestness.


  It seemed that having taken her in such an uncomfortable position twice had worn her out more quickly than usual. Considering she had cried today, it was no wonder she was fatigued.


  Cesare touched her erect n!pples and her cl!toris, which was swollen and firm, making its presence known. He carefully soothed Eileen’s trembling body and inserted his finger into her v@gina to check how swollen it was.


  “Ugh… I really can’t…”


  As soon as he inserted his finger, Eileen started to cry again. Cesare kissed her cheek to comfort her and moved his finger carefully.


  His finger was quite long, so he could touch quite deeply. Eileen couldn’t stand it and squirted all the time while he was feeling inside. He finally took his finger out after touching every nook and cranny until Eileen trembled and dripped water.


  Fortunately, it wasn’t severe enough to require medication. It seemed that a few days of rest would be sufficient. After assessing the situation, Cesare gently embraced Eileen, who was already half-asleep.


  “…”


  A faint, almost imperceptible noise, like a baby mouse gnawing on wood, was heard. Cesare glanced back at the door with a vacant expression.


  “Cesare…”


  Hearing his name called, he turned his head quickly, a soft smile on his lips.


  “Yes, Eileen.”


  Cesare tenderly covered her eyes with his hand and whispered softly, with affection.


  “Just sleep.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  It didn’t take long for the exhausted Eileen, pushed to her limits, to fall into a deep sleep.


  Once Cesare was sure Eileen was deeply asleep, he removed his uniform and spread it out on the floor. The medals symbolizing the Empire’s glory now rested on the worn wooden boards of the old house.


  To any patriot, this sight would be shocking. However, Cesare was indifferent; he felt no attachment to the medals.


  Feeling that this alone wasn’t enough, he also removed his shirt and laid it out beside the uniform. Only then did he place Eileen on top of them. After gently wiping her damp face with a handkerchief, Cesare stood up.


  The sun had passed its zenith and was beginning to set, casting long shadows of the leaves outside onto the solid walls of the house.


  Cesare’s body, marked by the shadows, was covered in scars. Although these marks decorated his otherwise beautiful form, they were reminders of the boundary he had crossed between life and death—evidence of his past as a child soldier on the battlefield.


  He briefly frowned at the red-tinted marks, remnants of their passionate encounter. After a short, audible crack of his neck, he dropped his bothersome belt to the floor and roughly adjusted his trousers. With a dry expression, he walked out.


  When he opened the back door, the old hinges creaked unpleasantly. Cesare glanced back at Eileen.


  The noise was not enough to rouse her from her deep slumber. Confirming that she remained asleep, Cesare fully opened the door.


  The partially open door got stuck on something and stopped. Cesare peered through the gap and saw a writhing form beyond it.


  A strong stench of decay emanated from the large pile of filth. Cesare gazed at the hand that had emerged from the pile, smeared with dirt and blood, and writhing desperately.


  The noise he had heard earlier must have been the sound of broken nails scratching at the door. If all the nails had been pulled out, it might have been less disturbing. As he considered this, a guttural groan emerged from the filth.


  “Ugh… uuuh… ahh…”


  The sound resembled more of an animal’s cry than human speech. Cesare nudged the hand aside with his foot and shut the door. He then looked down at the writhing figure, which gazed up at him with tear-filled eyes. Its constantly agape mouth resembled a black hole—empty and hollow.


  He had never lied to Eileen. Lucio was definitely alive.


  Despite having his tongue cut out, and his arms and legs shot full of holes, and being left n@ked in the forest.


  Cesare had used Lucio as a target for practice before tossing him into the forest, but somehow, Lucio had managed to crawl all the way here to survive. Cesare regarded him with indifferent eyes as Lucio shed large tears.


  To Cesare, Lucio was not worth dealing with. In fact, he was nothing more than insignificant trash, barely registering as a concern except for Eileen’s sake.


  Cesare did not want to disturb Eileen’s sleep with unnecessary noise. He placed his foot on the creature’s neck and pressed down.


  With a crack, the sound of bones breaking, the writhing body grew still. After confirming that the life had left the creature, Cesare removed his foot.


  “I don’t know anything. I almost misunderstood you again, Cesare.”


  Eileen had said it was a misunderstanding, but she was seeing the truth clearly. Even if Lucio had been innocent, Cesare would have framed him for a crime.


  Lucio was in a position that was both bothersome to look at and convenient to exploit. Eileen would have overlooked it without further explanation. There was no need to expose her to such unpleasant realities.


  Cesare wanted Eileen to see only what he allowed her to see. Even if she faced terrifying situations, he wished for her to believe that the fear was also something he had sanctioned.


  However, Eileen no longer wanted to be merely protected. Having lived within the confines he had set, she had begun to strive for a glimpse of what lay beyond.


  Without knowing how to kill or even wound, or how to subdue anyone—having only picked flowers or grass as her most cruel act—she was peering outside the boundaries to protect Cesare.


  Even after relinquishing her position as Grand Duchess, she remained anxious.


  Cesare realized he had made a similar mistake to those of the past. Instead of entering the house, he leaned against the back door.


  He fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette, placed it between his lips, but didn’t light it. He simply held it there, waiting for the unwelcome memories of the past to fade from his mind.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  After the war ended and he returned to the regime, Cesare was involved in a massacre of civilians at a tavern.


  For killing all those who had desecrated Eileen’s corpse, Cesare received a suspension. Considering the dozens of Imperial citizens he had killed without cause, it was a relatively light punishment.


  Cesare was more than willing to accept the suspension imposed by the Emperor. In fact, Leon had also decided that Cesare needed time to cool off, which was the primary reason for the suspension.


  Despite opposition from the nobles, the fact that Cesare had been a hero who ended the war provided a plausible shield against criticism.


  During his suspension, Cesare searched tirelessly for any traces of Eileen. Her already torn-apart body could not be recovered in any form. After much effort, he managed to salvage some of Eileen’s personal belongings, though they were incomplete. Eileen’s father, stripped of his title and reduced to a commoner, had sold off everything of value and then fled.


  The once-cozy brick house had become a ruin. The orange trees had been uprooted and vanished from the garden, and all of Cesare’s gifts that Eileen had cherished were gone.


  Cesare gazed at the now desolate brick house and examined what he held in his hand.


  It was a platinum pocket watch with a broken glass.


  This watch, which Eileen had kept until her last moments, had been retrieved from a pawnshop. Damaged through multiple owners, it had a loose lock, often opening by itself, and it had stopped working, rendering it impossible to check the time. Nonetheless, Cesare always carried it with him.


  After holding the watch for a moment, he put it back in his pocket and slowly entered the brick house. The broken door creaked open with a slight push.


  Inside, the house was in disarray, as if it had been ransacked by creditors. There wasn’t a single piece of proper furniture, and dust danced in the sunlight streaming through the windows. Cesare ascended the stairs to the second floor.


  The second floor was in a similar state of disarray. However, a few items remained in Eileen’s bedroom. While the books were gone, there were scraps of paper left behind, including Eileen’s diary.


  Eileen had always enjoyed observing and recording her thoughts from childhood. The diary, which she had kept since she learned to write, was extensive.


  Cesare knelt and sat down, carefully pulling the diary from the bottom shelf. Settling by the window, he began to read it, going through each entry one by one.


  Some pages were too old and faded to decipher, but Cesare meticulously read every legible letter, tracing every part of Eileen’s life from childhood to adulthood.


  The diary detailed a ten-year-old child meeting a prince and falling in love, suffering alone through childhood fevers, awakening to desires for the beloved, enduring the pain of love, and ultimately resigning to it.


  The diary, obsessively detailing everything about Cesare, reflected Eileen’s raw emotions. When her heart was particularly troubled, she had written only briefly.


  As the diary moved closer to the present, the tone grew more somber. The deep melancholy reached its peak during Cesare’s campaign in Kalpen.


  Eileen struggled not to resent the person who had left her so abruptly and without explanation. She could only suffer, feeling abandoned due to her own perceived inadequacies.


  Cesare stared at the diary, the pages marked with clear traces of tears. He repeatedly read a single line written in the diary:


  [Could it be that I was like a pet?]


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  The delicate, shaky handwriting in the diary conveyed the depth of Eileen’s emotions. It was the conclusion she had reached after being left alone in Cesare’s absence, repeatedly reflecting on her situation.


  After a long, heavy silence, Cesare wiped his face with his hand. Despite it being midday, everything before him seemed cloaked in darkness. He felt a dizzying tinnitus and a dull ache in his chest that caused him to laugh hollowly.


  The pain he experienced now was more intense than anything he had felt during the brutal days and nights on the battlefield when he could barely eat or drink.


  If only he had not gone to the battlefield.  


  If only he had opened the door that day.  


  If only he had responded to the letter from the battlefield.


  These futile suppositions plagued his mind. Although he knew well that he could not turn back time, he was consumed by regrets as if they were inevitable.


  Cesare clearly remembered the day before the Kalpen campaign. That day, Eileen had come to find him due to Rottan’s pointless antics.


  He had heard Eileen’s voice pleading and knocking on the closed door until her hands bled. Diego and Michele were beside him.


  In front of his observant subordinates, Cesare had silently inspected his firearms while listening to Eileen’s cries. He had only opened the door after Eileen, exhausted from crying, finally fainted.


  He had personally carried her unconscious body to the car. After looking at her tear-streaked face for a moment, he closed the car door and sent her away.


  The reason he hadn’t opened the door sooner was clear: he had been prepared to die.


  Cesare was fully aware of his significance in Eileen’s life and the depth of her affection for him.


  He believed that he needed to distance himself further from those feelings. To Cesare, it was a natural decision. He thought that if he survived and returned, he could provide her with the comfort she needed. If he died, the separation would be a natural end.


  This reasoning also applied to his choice not to respond to any of Eileen’s letters. He was always anticipating his own death.


  However, while he had often imagined his own death, he had never contemplated Eileen’s.


  He never imagined that Eileen would see herself as a pet, that her neck would be cut off at the guillotine, that her body would be torn apart, and that she would have no proper remains to be remembered.


  Cesare turned the pages of the diary, each one seeming to cut into him like a blade, as he continued to read the remnants of Eileen’s writing.


  Eileen had resolved to create Morpheus to be useful to him, fluctuating between joy and despair with the news from the battlefield. She even bought a gift to celebrate Cesare’s victory.


  While Cesare was negotiating with the King of Calpen and dealing with the rebels, Eileen anxiously awaited his return. She prayed to God and wished more fervently than anyone for his success.


  Her days were consumed by thoughts of Cesare. The very last entry in the diary was also filled with reflections on him.


  [The Kalpen resistance seems to be persistent. Even though Your Excellency has won, I still cannot feel at ease. You must return soon.


  Honestly, I’m a bit scared. What if, after you return, you don’t come looking for me? If I have truly lost your affection completely, then now…


  I shouldn’t be too greedy. I just hope you return safely and in good health. May God have mercy and grant my prayers.]


  Cesare slowly closed the diary, feeling the weight of the platinum pocket watch resting quietly in his pocket. The watch, scratched and damaged, was a gift Eileen had prepared for him.


  What should I have done with you?


  Cesare had always treated Eileen according to his own standards. Whether she wanted it or not, he acted as he believed was right. His confident judgments, which had never faltered before, were now exposed as flawed by Eileen’s death.


  She had been a timid, tearful child. She must have trembled with fear while waiting alone in the underground dungeon and as she faced the guillotine. Yet, until the end, she never blamed Cesare, believing only that it was her own fault.


  Cesare sat with the diary in his hands for a long time, perched on the windowsill. He could neither put it down nor reopen it to read. He simply sat in silence, letting time pass.


  As dusk fell, his submerged consciousness slowly awakened. Though only a few hours had passed, it felt like an eternity. Cesare placed the diary back on the bookshelf, closed the bedroom door, and made his way downstairs and outside.


  In the garden, now a barren expanse with only a grotesque pit remaining where the orange trees once stood, his knights awaited him.


  Rottan, Senon, Diego, and Michele—each knight Cesare had personally chosen—stood with grim expressions. Cesare finally spoke.


  “I found Eileen’s diary.”


  His voice was hoarse and strained, and he didn’t even know why he had spoken. The words had slipped out without his realization.


  Cesare and the knights stared at each other in silence. These men, who had dedicated their lives to him and were ready to die for him, were now waiting for his command. After a long pause, Cesare finally spoke.


  “Have the troops gather at the regime.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  A faint noise stirred Eileen from her sleep. She slowly opened her eyes, her groggy mind struggling to make sense of her surroundings.


  She was no longer in the old house but in a carriage making its way back to the Grand Duchy. She had fallen asleep in Cesare’s arms, and now, as she gradually became aware of her surroundings, the red glow of the sunset outside the window came into focus.


  Despite waking, everything still felt dreamlike. The low rumble of the carriage, the warmth of Cesare’s embrace, and the fading daylight all seemed surreal.


  Eileen lifted her head slightly and looked at Cesare with dazed eyes. His red eyes, which had been fixed on the window, turned toward her. She wanted to hold his gaze and managed to whisper his name.


  “Cesare…”


  Her voice was hoarse from sleep. Instead of replying, Cesare drew her closer and hugged her tightly. Their eyes met, locked in an unspoken exchange.


  They said that after spending a long time together, one could understand the other’s heart through their eyes. Despite knowing Cesare for years, Eileen felt she still didn’t fully understand him. His gaze, filled with an intensity she couldn’t decipher, remained a mystery. Despite her lifetime of curiosity and observation, he continued to be an enigma she could never fully grasp.


  The man, bathed in the twilight glow, had eyes that were even redder and clearer than the sunset. He spoke softly, his voice a gentle caress.


  “You are my wife and the Grand Duchess.”


  He tilted his head slightly toward Eileen, their faces almost touching.


  “Not a pet.”


  The sudden declaration was disorienting, and Eileen’s foggy mind struggled to grasp its meaning. As she attempted to piece together the context, memories of her diary resurfaced.


  “Did you… read all of my diary…?”


  Cesare responded with a brief, silent smile before pressing his lips to hers. The kiss was a wordless affirmation of his understanding. Eileen accepted the kiss calmly, then whispered again.


  “When did you read it…?”


  The question came out as a mumble. Still trying to shake off the remnants of sleep, she continued.


  “What I wrote in the diary… was not all my true feelings. Some of it was just fleeting thoughts…”


  As she stumbled over her explanations, Cesare’s gentle smile remained. He brushed his fingers against Eileen’s cheek.


  “When you disappeared, it was the only trace left of you.”


  His words seemed to come from another time, wrapped in a sense of déjà vu that Eileen had felt before. She looked closely at him as Cesare met her gaze.


  “So, Eileen, if your name were engraved on the Arc de Triomphe, it would serve as a constant reminder of you.”


  Cesare’s lips, which had roamed across Eileen’s face, now descended to her neck. He placed a tender kiss on the area already marked by scars and bite marks.


  “Every time I see that name, I will remember you as well.”


  Just as the Arc de Triomphe was erected in honor of the Grand Duchy’s glory, Cesare spoke these words as a testament to Eileen’s enduring presence in his life.
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  Eileen doodled on the paper, her pen moving in a scattered rhythm. It was less an act of recording than a way to release the tangled thoughts swirling in her mind. The sharp tip of the pen scratched across the surface, black ink forming erratic patterns and letters as her emotions spilled out in fragmented bursts.


  [Nightmare? Death. Continuity…]


  Eileen exhaled deeply as she jotted down her thoughts. Based on what had transpired, it appeared that Cesare was tormented by nightmares about his own death. There was a troubling possibility that these nightmares involved him killing Eileen with his own hands.


  ‘It’s not just a one-time nightmare, but one with continuity.’


  Cesare seemed to be plagued by persistent and disturbing dreams, which might have blurred into his waking thoughts. Yet, the idea that he could read his own diary within these nightmares seemed implausible.


  ‘Could he be experiencing unusually long-lasting nightmares? But would Cesare, who is so grounded in reality, really be so shaken by a single dream?’


  Cesare was a man of logic and reserved emotions. The notion that he would be overwhelmed by nightmares to the point of causing such bizarre events was difficult to reconcile with his character.


  Eileen tried to reason it out, but each theory she considered seemed to hit a dead end. She set her fountain pen down with a sigh, feeling the weight of unanswered questions.


  ‘What could Cesare possibly want?’


  It was evident that Cesare was hiding something, yet he didn’t seem to be making any significant effort to conceal it. Instead, it felt as though he was subtly guiding Eileen towards discovering his secrets. It was as if he was deliberately leading her through a maze, scattering clues like breadcrumbs to draw her deeper into his enigmatic world.


  In fairy tales, following breadcrumbs often led to dire consequences, like being captured by witches. Despite knowing Cesare would not harm her without reason, Eileen felt uneasy about venturing deeper into the labyrinth he had set before her.


  What if the truth at the center was something she dreaded most?


  Horrible scenarios played out in her mind, but since the truth remained concealed, they were merely unfounded fears.


  Eventually, Eileen ceased her speculative musings. Though she was tempted to delve deeper into the mystery, she had pressing matters at hand.


  Determined, Eileen clenched her fist, focusing on the task before her. Today marked the culmination of her meticulous preparations—the day of her first tea party as the Duchess of Erzet.


  The tea party, eagerly anticipated within the social circles, had become the highlight of the season. Eileen had deliberately kept the guest list small, including only a select few, such as Ornella, which added an air of exclusivity to the event.


  The gossipy yellow press were already abuzz with speculations and stories about Eileen’s tea party, adding to the excitement and intrigue surrounding the occasion.


  [What sets the Grand Duchess of Erzet’s beauty apart is her eyes—where the regal golden hue of a winged lion meets the vibrant green of laurel leaves.


  These golden-green eyes, emblematic of victory and grace, shine so brilliantly that anyone who meets her gaze is instantly captivated. Her beauty promises to make a significant impact on the social scene.


  Will a new star rise in Traon and challenge the reigning social elite? The answer will unfold at this much-anticipated tea party.


  Our publication eagerly awaits the floral showdown that will take place at this gathering…]


  Although the article praised Eileen’s beauty extravagantly, it ultimately anticipated a clash between her and Ornella. Some yellow press even took the liberty of openly disparaging Ornella, who had long been the queen of the social scene. It was clear that Ornella had many rivals, and Eileen was becoming a prominent figure in their crosshairs.


  Despite the buzz, Eileen had no ambition to seize the crown of the social elite. Her aim was modest: to maintain her dignity as the Grand Duchess and avoid any potential blemishes on her reputation. The idea of wearing a social crown was not something she aspired to or felt confident about.


  The reason she had chosen to invite only a select few to the tea party was her own apprehension. It was her first time hosting such an event, and she found it too daunting to manage a large-scale gathering right out of the gate. With Sonio’s help, she had meticulously selected a small group of attendees and rehearsed the event tirelessly up until the day before.


  As Eileen was lost in thought, anxiously pacing in her mind, a polite knock on the door interrupted her.


  “Madam.”


  At Eileen’s assent, Sonio entered the office with an unusually stern expression. Known for his kind smile and warm demeanor, his current demeanor was unexpected and concerning. Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise.


  “Lady Farbellini has arrived.”


  “What? Already…?”


  It was unexpected for Ornella to arrive so early. In social circles, arriving late would have been more in keeping with the usual decorum, and this early arrival was somewhat rude. Sonio’s frustration with Ornella’s behavior was apparent.


  “She requested to see you, but you’re under no obligation to agree. It’s entirely up to you.”


  Sonio’s frustration with Ornella’s early visit was apparent, as if he wished to dismiss her immediately. Despite this, Eileen didn’t want to seem as though she was avoiding Ornella. She was also curious about the reason for Ornella’s early arrival.


  Ornella was a seasoned figure in the social scene. Although Eileen had not interacted with her extensively, it seemed unlikely that Ornella would engage in overt provocation if her intention was merely to cause trouble. It was more probable that Ornella would attempt to maneuver subtly during the tea party.


  “I’ll meet with her. It seems she has something she wants to discuss.”


  Sonio expressed concern about Eileen’s decision but proceeded to prepare for the early guest. After taking a moment to adjust her appearance, Eileen made her way to the reception room.


  In the sunlit reception room, Ornella sat with a dignified posture, having left the tea and snacks untouched.


  Upon seeing Ornella, Eileen couldn’t help but admire her beauty. With her elegantly flowing platinum blonde hair, Ornella embodied the epitome of high nobility. Her upright stance exuded an air of pride and confidence, showcasing many qualities Eileen herself did not possess.


  ‘The lily of Traon…’


  Recalling Ornella’s nickname, Eileen approached slowly. Ornella stood up to greet her with a radiant smile.


  “Thank you for welcoming my unexpected visit so graciously,” Ornella said. “I appreciate it, Eileen.”


  Ornella subtly gestured toward Sonio, who stood behind Eileen, and made a natural request.


  “Could we speak privately?”


  Sonio’s face shifted to one of barely contained frustration, as if he wanted to summon Cesare immediately. Eileen gave him a reassuring nod.


  Once they were alone in the reception room, a palpable silence filled the space. Despite being the first to arrive, Ornella remained silent. She sat with her arms crossed and her legs elegantly crossed, her gaze fixed intently on Eileen.


  “…”


  Eileen met her stare, swallowing nervously. She refused to look away as Ornella slowly blinked and parted her lips.


  “So, how is it? Being the Grand Duchess? Is it enjoyable?”


  Eileen was momentarily taken aback, not immediately grasping the question. Unsure of how to respond, she hesitated. Ornella’s lips curled into a smirk as she continued.


  “To me, it seems you’re quite pleased. Enough that the Grand Duke of Erzet showed up at Farbellini’s residence in the middle of the night with soldiers.”


  Ornella leaned back in her armchair, her tone light and almost mocking.


  “It must be disappointing that the Grand Duke didn’t scold me, as you might have hoped.”


  Eileen was bewildered, struggling to process Ornella’s words.


  ‘Cesare visited the Duke’s residence? With soldiers?’


  The revelation was entirely new to Eileen and made her head spin. Though she had no prior knowledge of the incident, Ornella seemed to be implying it was somehow linked to Eileen’s influence. Ornella regarded her with a look of disdain.


  “I don’t understand what you’re talking about…”


  “Eileen.”


  Ornella cut Eileen off sharply, her blue eyes piercing with intensity.


  “I don’t like you.”


  The bluntness of the statement left Eileen momentarily stunned. She found herself blurting out a response.


  “I—I don’t like you either.”
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  Ornella let out a sharp, mocking laugh in response to Eileen’s timid rebuttal. The icy sound, as piercing as frost, caused Eileen’s hard-won courage to shrink even further.


  With a blank expression, Ornella stared at Eileen. After a moment, her lips twisted into an unmistakable sneer.


  “Do you know why I dislike you? It’s because your mind is so pure, Eileen. You occupy a position everyone envies, yet as the Grand Duchess, you don’t even work yourself to the bone.”


  She leaned slightly forward, locking eyes with Eileen as she continued.


  “You act as if you can have everything you want. It’s disgusting, Eileen.”


  Ornella had always made her disdain clear, yet she had hidden it behind the mask of the “kind and elegant Lady of House Farbellini.” Until now, she had only ever mocked Eileen with a smile—never had she unleashed such direct insults.


  Eileen suspected that part of Ornella’s anger stemmed from a recent newspaper article. Following the public revelations of Lucio’s crimes, it became known that Eileen had studied pharmacology and botany at university. La Verità praised the Grand Duchess’s intelligence and hinted that she was preparing to release a new pharmaceutical product.


  Ornella’s words held a kernel of truth. Wanting recognition both as the Grand Duchess and as a pharmacist was indeed ambitious. Achieving both was nearly impossible without the help and sacrifices of others, and even with their support, the odds of succeeding at both were slim.


  Ornella must have been furious, believing Eileen was neglecting her responsibilities as the Grand Duchess.


  ‘On top of that, I’ve heard Cesare even went to the Farbellini estate with soldiers for some unknown reason…’


  Eileen could understand why Ornella was so upset. After a moment of consideration, she carefully opened her mouth to respond.


  “The reason His Grace visited the estate wasn’t because of me.”


  She chose to swallow the fact that this was the first she’d heard of it; appearing unaware of something concerning the Grand Duchess would do her no favors.


  “And I know that pursuing the development of medicine is ambitious. But as both the Grand Duchess and a citizen of Traon, I want to contribute to the empire.”


  “Get real, Eileen.”


  Ornella interrupted, letting out a sharp, sarcastic laugh. Her eyes narrowed with irritation, and even her pupils seemed to shrink in her pale green gaze.


  “Do you think you’re the only person in the world who knows how to make medicine? There are countless pharmacists and scientists. They could easily replace you…”


  “No.”


  Eileen flinched at her own response but pressed on.


  “No one can replace me in my current research.”


  Researching Morpheus was incredibly challenging due to the empire’s strict prohibition on drug production. Perhaps in a decade things might change, but for now, there was no one else willing to take on the risks of studying Morpheus besides Eileen.


  “But waiting indefinitely for someone else to come along isn’t an option either. The sooner a new drug is developed, the sooner it can help save even one more person.”


  The war may have ended, but the suffering of those injured by it had not. Eileen wanted to provide some comfort to the soldiers who had fought for Cesare’s victory.


  “I know it sounds idealistic, but His Grace has promised me his support, and I—”


  As Eileen spoke to Ornella, she began to realize something about her own motivations. She had thought her research on Morpheus was solely to earn Cesare’s approval, to become someone useful to him.


  That desire was still important, but it wasn’t everything. Eileen genuinely wanted to create medicine. She wanted to use the knowledge she had accumulated as a pharmacist to make a positive impact on the world.


  I’ve always been on the receiving end of help.


  Now, she wanted to be the one offering it. Fully understanding her own feelings, Eileen finished her sentence slowly.


  “I want to keep trying without giving up.”


  Ornella remained silent. As the pause stretched on, Eileen hesitated and added a few tentative words of explanation.


  “Of course, I’ll also do my best to fulfill my duties as the Grand Duchess…”


  As she continued to speak, Eileen felt herself circling back to Ornella’s criticisms, unable to break free. Worse yet, her words began to sound condescending, as if she were lecturing. Unsure how to remedy the situation, she eventually fell silent, biting her lip.


  While Eileen wrestled with her thoughts, Ornella was not at peace either.


  “No one can replace me in my research.”  


  “I want to keep trying without giving up.”


  What a foolish woman. Of low birth, with not a shred of noble refinement. The kind who looked as if she might collapse in tears at the first harsh rebuke.


  And yet, despite the relentless pressure, Eileen stubbornly refused to give up, clinging to her resolve. This made Ornella’s insides churn, the urge to vomit rising until she felt she might burst. Eileen reminded her of things she had long since discarded.


  “You are the only daughter of House Farbellini.”


  These were the sacrifices she had made to live as the daughter of a noble family and to repay her father’s love. She recalled a moment from her youth when, innocent and naive, she had approached her father with a poem she had written, expressing her desire to become a poet.


  “Get your head straight, Ornella. What good is it to know how to scribble a few verses? This empire is overflowing with great poets who could replace you in an instant.”


  “The daughter of House Farbellini is the one who commands those poets to write for her. Do you really want to kneel before other women and offer them your poetry?”


  “You are more precious than any son. Become the most noble woman in the empire. Let no one command you.”


  It would be a lie to say her father’s words hadn’t hurt. But she understood he spoke out of love, and that made it bearable.


  Ornella loved her father deeply. She knew how much he cherished her as his only daughter, and she had strived to repay that love.


  Even when she felt like she was losing her mind, she endured. When she screamed and shattered things in fits of rage, and it still wasn’t enough, she turned to a man. After drowning her thoughts in fleeting pleasures, life would feel tolerable again.


  Yet outside, she wore the mask of the perfect lily of Traon. Her father treated her outbursts as if they were the tantrums of a beloved cat.


  “Thinking you can live however you want—that’s what’s truly abnormal.”


  Ornella opened her mouth, the urge to throttle Eileen pulsing through her veins.


  “I am a daughter of House Farbellini. That comes with responsibilities—responsibilities you don’t seem to understand, Eileen.”


  The way Eileen acted as if she had choices was infuriating. Here she was, occupying a position everyone else coveted, yet behaving as if she were unaware of her place. It made Ornella want to lash out.


  “Do you know why I wanted to marry His Grace, the Grand Duke? Because in my life, nothing is truly within my control. Even my marriage is predetermined. So I figured, if I had to marry, I would marry the best man. He’s the only one who can elevate me to the most noble woman in the empire.”


  Even as she resented her father’s love, fearing the loss of it, she couldn’t rebel against his wishes. In the end, she had always lived according to his will.


  A storm of emotions swirled within her, and Ornella found herself speaking truths she never would have dared to express under normal circumstances.


  “I have lived by my father’s commands, and I will continue to do so.”
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  As Ornella shot her words like arrows, Eileen felt an unexpected sense of kinship with her.


  It seemed laughable—what common ground could there possibly be between the daughter of Duke Farbellini and the daughter of Baron Elrod? Anyone overhearing such a notion would surely scoff.


  Yet Eileen couldn’t suppress the emotions that welled up within her. Ornella, declaring that she would live by her father’s commands, was yearning for his affection. Eileen understood that longing all too well, as she had lived it herself.


  She recalled the lengths she had gone to earn her mother’s love—actions she believed were the best she could offer at the time.


  Ornella seemed proud of her sacrifices for her father’s affection, but Eileen knew that her contentment was far more complex. She saw a reflection of her former self in Ornella.


  What if her mother had told her to give up botany and pharmacology?


  The answer was already clear. The moment Eileen had received her mother’s letter, she had abandoned university and returned to the capital.


  “…”


  Ornella’s eyes narrowed, and Eileen realized too late how she had been looking at her. She hurriedly averted her gaze, but it was too late. Ornella, with her sharp awareness honed by years in society, could already read the emotions in Eileen’s eyes. She surely knew what Eileen had been thinking.


  Eileen braced herself, fearing Ornella might lash out, furious at the audacity of someone like her showing any sense of empathy.


  Yet, instead of shouting, Ornella simply grasped her teacup and quietly swallowed the now-cold tea.


  She didn’t empty the cup. Taking just a single sip, she set it down and locked eyes with Eileen again.


  “I’ve said more than I should have. I’m sure you’re busy, too, Eileen.”


  It was as though Ornella had swallowed her turbulent emotions along with the tea. Now, she wore the same serene, elegant smile Eileen had come to expect from the Duke’s daughter and the Emperor’s betrothed.


  “Do your best with the tea party. I’m looking forward to it.”


  Her smile still held traces of hostility, but beneath it lay an unfamiliar, subtle emotion—something that hadn’t been there before.


  Eileen couldn’t quite decipher what that feeling was. Perhaps it leaned toward something negative. But one thing was certain: both Ornella’s and Eileen’s perspectives of each other had shifted, even if only slightly.
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  The first tea party hosted by the Grand Duchess of Erzet took place in the garden, evoking memories of the grand wedding held there not long ago.


  While it wasn’t an exact replica of the wedding, the decorations captured the same enchanting atmosphere, reminding guests of that momentous occasion. Much like the exclusive guest list at the wedding, this tea party exuded an air of selectivity, making attendees feel as though they were part of an elite group.


  The noblewomen invited to the gathering entered the grand duchy with bright, beaming smiles, aware that simply attending this event would provide them with ample conversation fodder for days to come. It was a delightful opportunity, one that would temporarily elevate their standing in the social hierarchy.


  Many were likely eager to witness a confrontation between Ornella and Eileen. Whether it was Ornella or Eileen who ended up embarrassed, it would undoubtedly make for the most tantalizing gossip.


  As Eileen greeted the arriving guests and watched them take their seats, she began to understand Ornella a little more. To reign as queen of society, Ornella had likely endured countless moments where all eyes were on her, ready to judge.


  “This is harder than I thought,” Eileen mused, sneaking a glance at Ornella. The woman was already smiling and chatting effortlessly with others, guiding the atmosphere as if she were the host of the tea party.


  If Eileen didn’t stay focused, Ornella might steal the spotlight of the event she had painstakingly prepared. She took a discreet, steadying breath.


  Ornella had yet to apologize for her earlier rudeness, but Eileen wasn’t expecting her to. She had decided to let it go.


  However, unlike before, Eileen felt a flicker of curiosity about Ornella. She found herself watching her more intently without meaning to. Although she tried not to make it obvious, Ornella’s sharp intuition picked up on it, and their eyes met now and again.


  Whenever that happened, Ornella no longer responded with a fake smile; instead, she subtly furrowed her brows in annoyance. Despite that reaction, Eileen’s gaze kept drifting toward her, almost unconsciously.


  Amid this peculiar atmosphere, the tea party began. Eileen, hiding her trembling hands in the folds of her dress, spoke up.


  “Thank you… for attending today.”


  As many pairs of eyes turned to her, a cold sweat broke out. This wasn’t like confidently presenting research at a symposium. This was a tea party, and the pressure felt far greater. Eileen forced herself to continue speaking, her voice shaking despite her best efforts.


  Eileen offered a candid remark, admitting that while it was her first tea party and there might be some shortcomings, she had given it her all. Glancing around to gauge the response, she wasn’t entirely sure of the mood, though it didn’t seem wholly negative.


  The guests, aside from Ornella, had arrived with favorable opinions of Eileen. Sonio had carefully selected attendees who would likely view her in a positive light, and they would probably overlook any minor missteps on her part.


  “Of course, as long as there aren’t any major blunders…” Eileen thought, picking up her teacup with slightly trembling hands.


  Fortunately, the noblewomen were seasoned enough to carry the conversation smoothly, even if Eileen didn’t take the lead. They complimented the fine tea, the exquisite food, and the elegant tableware. Before long, their inquiries turned to more personal matters—specifically, the private life of the Grand Duchess and her husband.


  Having long wanted to ask Eileen such questions but lacking the proper opportunity, they eagerly seized the chance now. Eileen recalled Sonio’s advice.


  “Some degree of privacy must be shared,” she had said.


  It was better to reveal a bit of the truth than to allow wild rumors to spread. After all, Cesare was one of the most scrutinized figures in the empire, and as his wife, Eileen had to accept the price that came with it.


  “Is the dress you’re wearing today from the same ateliers that designed your wedding gown? It complements your golden-green eyes beautifully.”


  Given that the most prestigious ateliers in the capital handled Eileen’s wardrobe, many of the women showed keen interest in the details. However, this was merely a side conversation. The central topic was, inevitably, Cesare.


  “On your wedding day, everyone was so surprised. None of us knew the Grand Duke could show such expressions,” one of the ladies remarked, and the discussion naturally drifted toward Cesare as they reminisced about the wedding.


  The noblewomen were eager to know the story behind Cesare’s apparent love for Eileen. From an outsider’s perspective, theirs was the love story of the century, a marriage so vastly mismatched in social standing.


  Eileen crafted a carefully worded response, explaining that she and Cesare had known each other for a long time, and their relationship had gradually led to marriage. This answer made the women’s eyes sparkle with excitement, their imaginations running wild. Though the truth was far more complicated, Eileen leaned into their romanticized expectations.


  “He cares for me deeply,” she said, though the words felt hollow. She couldn’t bring herself to say that Cesare loved her; even as a lie, it felt too far from the truth. She wished for a better expression but settled for what she could muster, hoping to steer the conversation elsewhere.


  “How much?”


  A playful voice interrupted.


  Eileen looked up from her teacup to find Ornella smiling at her, a teasing glint in her eyes. Ornella asked again, her curiosity feigned as if it were purely innocent.


  “How much does he care for you? I’m curious, you see. After all, he’s known for being rather aloof.”


  Ornella’s tone was perfectly polished, but the question was sharp. With a flawless facade, she continued to probe, feigning innocent interest in Eileen and Cesare’s relationship.


  “And before the wedding, he didn’t even give you an engagement ring. I always thought that was rather… detached of him.”
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  A brief silence passed. The noblewomen exchanged glances in that short pause, their eyes brimming with curiosity.


  All the noblewomen gathered here were aware of the rumors that had circulated before the wedding. The source of the rumor that Eileen had not received an engagement ring was none other than Ornella.


  Though many had doubted the rumor—thinking, “Surely, that can’t be true”—it had now been officially confirmed. The noblewomen turned their gazes toward the Grand Duchess, their anticipation palpable, eager to hear her response.


  While they held some favor for Eileen, it was only a slight fondness. They weren’t the type to actively take her side. If it meant getting some entertaining gossip, they wouldn’t hesitate to revel in her humiliation.


  From now on, Eileen’s task in the social scene would be to win the noblewomen over. She forced a smile, which threatened to stiffen with tension. Still, compared to the scenarios she had imagined, this was nothing.


  Trying to offer a hasty excuse would only provide them with more ammunition. After all, no one here expected her to handle the situation smoothly. Eileen chose to speak plainly.


  “He is not indifferent.”


  In front of countless eyes, Eileen gestured toward the wedding ring on her left hand. After a brief glance at its unique design, she continued.


  “I think he wanted to give me a ring that would be meaningful. He tends to be reserved, not one to easily reveal his thoughts, but still…”


  Eileen hesitated for a moment before adding, “He’s always kind.”


  As soon as Eileen finished speaking, Ornella nodded slightly and replied, “He certainly is kind.”


  Feeling the gazes shift toward her, Ornella tilted her head, allowing her glossy hair to spill gracefully with the motion. With a nostalgic look in her eyes, she continued, “He once placed a coat over my shoulders at the Imperial Palace. It was a bit chilly that day, and as soon as I showed a hint of cold, he immediately offered me his outer garment.”


  The other noblewomen gasped in amazement.


  “What? He did that? My goodness!”


  “Everyone reacts like that when I tell this story. But he really is a kind person. I suppose I get to see another side of him since I often saw him at the palace.”


  Ornella began recounting her long-standing connection with Cesare, tracing it back to their childhood. Listening to her boast, Eileen found herself at a loss for words.


  There had been a time when Cesare had placed a coat over her shoulders at the Imperial Palace, but it hadn’t been Ornella—it had been Eileen. Even though Ornella had witnessed the scene herself, she spun the lie without the slightest change in her expression.


  She spoke so naturally that, for a moment, even Eileen wondered if it had happened the way Ornella said.


  However, calling Ornella a liar here and now would be absurd. Eileen didn’t know everything about Cesare; it was possible he had covered Ornella with a coat when she wasn’t around.


  Ornella likely knew this and felt confident enough to weave her tale, knowing Eileen wouldn’t challenge her.


  Before long, the attention of the tea party had completely shifted to Ornella. She smiled as she recounted how she had personally seen Cesare off before the conquest of Kalpen, expressing her joy at his safe return and remarking on how much more meaningful it was now that they would soon become family.


  “Isn’t that right, Eileen?” Ornella benevolently directed her words toward Eileen.


  “I care about Eileen. There’s still much she doesn’t know, and it must be a difficult position, but seeing her handle it all so courageously tugs at my heart. As a family, I want to help in any way I can.”


  Ornella then scanned the tea party venue, adding what seemed like an offhand remark.


  “I’m sure it was tough to prepare for today’s tea party. For a first attempt, you’ve done quite well…”


  It was a pointed comment, subtly highlighting Eileen’s inexperience and making it clear who held the upper hand in this relationship.


  Eileen straightened her shoulders, which kept trying to shrink. Suppressing the urge to flee, she opened her mouth.


  “I’m also grateful for your attention. I’m glad that Ornella is enjoying the tea party.”


  Although she stammered slightly from nerves, it didn’t seem too noticeable. Eileen smiled faintly as she continued, “Cesare has helped me a lot as well.”


  The noblewomen’s eyes filled with confusion at her use of his first name instead of his formal title, the Grand Duke. Hesitating for a moment, Eileen added another sentence.


  “Thanks to Cesare looking out for me in many ways, I was able to prepare well.”


  There was one piece of advice that Sonio had drilled into her mind like a mantra.


  “The fact that the Grand Duchess is inexperienced is known to all. There’s no need to try to handle things perfectly.”


  “If you ever feel cornered, just mention the Grand Duke, no matter the context.”


  Sonio had repeatedly taught her to invoke the Grand Duke in difficult situations. At the time, Eileen hadn’t fully understood, but now, experiencing it firsthand, it started to make sense.


  After all, the people gathered here weren’t here to meet “Eileen” but rather “the wife of the Grand Duke of Erzet.” No matter the topic, mentioning Cesare’s name was the most effective way to shift the atmosphere in her favor.


  Of course, her ultimate goal was to have the noblewomen come to know her as Eileen. But having just stepped into the social world, she had no choice but to rely on Cesare’s reputation for now. As this realization dawned on her, she understood.


  ‘That’s why Ornella mentioned Cesare.’


  It became clear why Ornella had gone so far as to lie to emphasize her closeness to him. Perhaps in other settings, it wouldn’t matter, but in this gathering, Cesare was the hottest topic.


  While it wasn’t morally right to lie and undermine others for power, it was likely an inevitable strategy in high society.


  As Eileen absorbed this lesson from Ornella’s actions, a noblewoman seated next to her leaned in with a question.


  “So, is the Grand Duke as kind at night?”


  “Th—that’s…”


  The mischievous noblewoman’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. Sonio had warned her in advance that questions about intimate matters could arise, and Eileen had prepared herself by rehearsing possible answers.


  But hearing the question in real life made it impossible to avoid feeling flustered. A blush spread across her pale cheeks. With her face burning, Eileen answered softly, “He can be a little mischievous…”


  The Grand Duchess’s innocent reaction elicited joyful laughter from the noblewomen. Ornella, however, remained silent. Her once-smiling lips had flattened into a rigid line, and she glared at Eileen with an intensity that made Eileen’s heart race.


  Fear gripped Eileen as she wondered what cutting remark Ornella would throw at her next. Desperately wracking her brain for a way to steer the conversation before Ornella could speak again, she was suddenly interrupted by a deep, leisurely voice cutting through the laughter.


  “Was I that mischievous?”


  The laughter stopped abruptly, as if it had been snuffed out. Everyone at the tea party froze, mouths slightly agape in surprise.


  A man with jet-black hair, darker than any shadow, strode into the sunlit garden. Dressed in the uniform of the Imperial Army, he carried a large bouquet filled with lilies and assorted flowers.


  Cesare slowly crossed the garden and handed the bouquet to Eileen. Stunned, she stared up at him before jolting out of her seat. Awkwardly accepting the flowers, she was further taken aback when Cesare lightly kissed her cheek. With his eyes crinkling in a soft smile, he murmured, “I’ll have to be more careful from now on.”
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  Eileen froze in place, still clutching the bouquet in her arms. She was so shocked that her mind went completely blank.


  She had never imagined he would attend the tea party. After all, she knew better than anyone how busy Cesare was. Countless people across the empire longed for an audience with him; even the Emperor had to wait for his turn.


  It was hard to believe he would show up at such a small gathering of noble ladies. The women were just as taken aback, left speechless as they stared at Cesare.


  Everyone in the Traon Empire knew of Cesare, but very few had encountered him up close. Starting as a child soldier at the age of ten, he had spent most of his life on battlefields, rarely staying in the capital for long. He seldom attended social gatherings, making him an enigma even to the highest-ranking nobles.


  He was a figure of admiration and reverence, akin to the sun—brilliant yet unreachable. And yet, here he was, at a ladies’ tea party, holding a bouquet of flowers.


  While the noblewomen were paralyzed by his unexpected appearance, Eileen was equally still, her eyes wide with disbelief. Then, Cesare lightly tapped the tip of her nose with his gloved hand.


  Only then did Eileen manage to breathe, inhaling sharply. Her face, which had been flushed pink from the earlier questions, turned completely red.


  “I—I didn’t mean to say you were being mischievous.”


  She tried to explain but found herself at a loss for words. Eileen hugged the bouquet even tighter, the wrapping paper crinkling softly.


  “I just… I didn’t mean anything by it. You don’t have to worry about it…”


  Cesare chuckled softly and wrapped his arm around Eileen’s waist. With her held securely against him, he turned to face the noblewomen, who were watching the ducal couple with bated breath, their nervousness evident.


  His crimson eyes were strikingly beautiful yet intimidating, making it difficult for even seasoned soldiers and politicians to maintain eye contact for long. It was no wonder the noble ladies found it challenging. Sensing their tension, Cesare offered a gentle smile, as if to reassure them that he meant no harm.


  “It seems I’ve intruded on a ladies’ gathering without realizing,” he remarked, his tone light.


  One of the noblewomen quickly spoke up. “Not at all, Your Grace.” It was the same lady who had earlier inquired about the ducal couple’s private life. Having mustered the courage to speak, she now looked at Eileen with pleading eyes. Eileen could almost hear her unspoken plea: “Please, let him join us.”


  Naturally, Eileen wanted nothing more than to invite him to join them for tea; after all, there could be no more reassuring presence at the party than Cesare. But she hesitated, worried that her request might inconvenience him given his busy schedule.


  Deep in thought, Eileen couldn’t bring herself to extend the invitation right away. Watching her intently, Cesare spoke again. “Still, I didn’t come empty-handed.”


  At his words, Sonio appeared in the garden, carrying a large cake box, which he carefully set down on the table. When Sonio opened the box, the noblewomen gasped like excited children.


  Inside was a cake from a renowned bakery in the capital, one of their newest creations. Only one cake was sold per day, making it nearly impossible to acquire. Eileen had heard about it but had long given up on the idea of ever tasting one.


  ‘Cesare wouldn’t have waited in line for it himself’


  The bakery must have prepared a second cake just for Cesare.


  ‘Which means he must have planned to come to the tea party from the start’, Eileen realized, a surge of confidence washing over her. Gently tugging at Cesare’s sleeve, she asked, “Would you like to join us?”


  “If you’re not too busy, how about joining us for some tea? The weather is lovely, and the ladies would be delighted…”


  As Eileen glanced at the noblewomen, they quickly chimed in, as if they had been waiting for this moment.


  “It would be an honor if Your Grace could join us,” one said hurriedly.


  “Please, give us the opportunity to spend time with you, Your Grace,” another added.


  And so, the tea party proceeded with none other than the Grand Duke himself. The servants swiftly arranged a seat for Cesare.


  Amid the noblewomen in their fine dresses, Cesare stood out sharply in his military uniform. While the tea party was vibrant and cheerful, the dark navy of his attire only made him more striking.


  The faces of the noblewomen lit up with excitement. Having tea at the Grand Duke’s estate was already a point of pride, but sharing his company was a truly extraordinary occasion.


  Worried that her racing heartbeat might be audible, Eileen handed the bouquet to a servant, who arranged the flowers into vases, enhancing the table’s decor.


  During the brief commotion, a look of confusion passed among the noblewomen. It was clear that Cesare hadn’t given Ornella any special attention.


  Once the atmosphere settled, Ornella, who had been waiting patiently, greeted Cesare warmly. “Your Grace, it’s been a long time.”


  “Ah, Lady Farbellini,” Cesare replied, giving her a slight nod before ending the conversation with a polite acknowledgment. There was no small talk. Ornella was about to continue when Eileen, noticing her discomfort, reached for the cake knife to serve the ladies. However, Cesare gently stopped her, removing his leather gloves and placing them on the table before taking the knife himself.


  It seemed unusual for a tall man in uniform to be cutting a soft, delicate cake, yet Cesare handled it with ease, as if he had done it many times before, expertly serving slices onto plates.


  The noblewomen looked as though they might faint from surprise. They had only ever imagined the Supreme Commander of the Imperial Army wielding a sword or a gun, never a cake knife.


  Eileen, the first to receive her slice, was so flustered that a bit of cream ended up on her lips as she tried to eat. She quickly reached for a napkin to wipe it away, but a large hand appeared beside her.


  Cesare’s thumb brushed her lips, wiping away the cream before he licked it off his own finger. Meeting the astonished gazes of the noblewomen, he smiled and said, “We’re newlyweds, you know.”


  He asked them to kindly forgive the affectionate gesture, and the women, their faces reddening, nodded eagerly. Eileen blushed like a ripe tomato and murmured, “Thank you for the cake….”


  “I’m mischievous at night, so I must be kind during the day,” Cesare replied with a playful grin.


  Surprised, Eileen quickly shot back, “You’re kind at night too!”


  Laughter erupted around the table. Noticing Eileen’s warm cheeks, Cesare gently cooled them with the back of his hand and said softly, “I’m glad to hear that.”


  Eileen hurriedly took another bite of her cake, hoping the sugar would help clear her mind. She realized she needed to entertain the ladies and couldn’t let them simply watch her and Cesare converse all afternoon. Little did she know, their interaction was already the most captivating topic of gossip. Determined to fulfill her role as the hostess, she shifted the conversation to upcoming social events. The most enthusiastic noblewoman immediately chimed in.


  “I’m planning to host a ball soon.”


  Eileen remembered hearing that this lady’s balls were quite famous among the capital’s aristocrats, and it was one of the social gatherings she was considering attending after this tea party.


  “After the hunting festival, I’m thinking of holding the ball. I’d be honored if Your Grace could attend. And if possible, His Grace too,” she said, clearly excited about the effort she was putting into the event, even managing to invite the most renowned dancer in the capital—no small feat.


  Since Cesare showed no signs of opposition, the noblewoman’s face brightened with hope. To steer the conversation away from the ball, another lady deftly shifted the topic.


  “Speaking of which, the hunting festival is soon, isn’t it? Will Your Grace be attending this year?”


  The royal hunting festival took place in the imperial forest during early summer, honoring the gods who protected the Traon Empire. The finest catch from the hunt was offered as a sacrificial tribute, and the person who captured the most prized animal earned the honor of wearing a laurel crown and presenting the offering to the gods.


  As a noblewoman from a minor family, Eileen had never attended the hunting festival. Cesare didn’t always go either, as he wasn’t particularly fond of hunting. However, on the rare occasions he did, he would gift her the fur of the animal he had caught.


  Curious if he planned to attend this year, Eileen looked at Cesare, waiting for his response. Instead of answering immediately, he simply gazed at her.


  “Do you want to go?”


  His gentle voice left the decision entirely up to her.


  “Shall we attend the hunting festival?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 113


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  It wasn’t unusual for Cesare to ask for Eileen’s opinion, and each time, she would carefully consider her thoughts before responding. But she hadn’t expected him to ask her opinion on such an important matter, especially in front of so many people. Answering such a question before knights or soldiers might be one thing, but doing so in front of a gathering of esteemed guests complicated matters considerably.


  



  Eileen blinked in confusion for a moment. She had practiced various possible questions and answers with Sonio while preparing for the tea party, but this kind of inquiry hadn’t been among them.


  



  Her response needed to be measured, as it could carry political implications. She glanced at Cesare, hoping for some kind of signal or hint about how to respond.


  



  But Cesare simply chuckled softly, showing no concern, as if it didn’t matter what she said.


  



  Despite her attempts to read his intentions, Eileen couldn’t pick up any clues. Left with no choice, she hesitantly ventured a safe answer. “I think… it would be nice to attend…?”


  



  Her uncertainty made the end of her sentence rise in pitch, almost like a question. Cesare’s smile deepened in response.


  



  “If my lady wishes to attend, then we must,” he said smoothly.


  



  As soon as he gave his agreeable answer, the noblewomen’s eyes sparkled with excitement. To be among the first to hear that the Grand Duke would be attending the hunting festival was a major scoop. Attending Eileen’s tea party had yielded more benefits than they could have imagined.


  



  It was rare for the Grand Duke to attend such events, so most had assumed he would skip this one too, making the news even more thrilling. As the noblewomen reveled in the gossip, they couldn’t help but steal glances at Eileen.


  



  There stood the Grand Duchess, blushing as she gazed adoringly at her husband, embodying a sense of purity and innocence. Opposite her was the Grand Duke, watching her with eyes filled with affection. The contrast between their demeanor and the grandeur of the occasion only heightened the allure of the moment.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  The noblewomen continued to chat animatedly after Cesare’s departure. He lingered for a while, but didn’t stay until the end of the tea party. Everyone understood how precious his time was, so no one tried to stop him from leaving. They felt honored to have spent even a short time in his company.


  



  Once Cesare was gone, the atmosphere at the tea party grew even livelier. The noblewomen buzzed with excitement, thrilled to have had such a lengthy conversation with the Grand Duke—an experience none of them had ever had before.


  



  “I never realized the Grand Duke could be so kind,” one remarked.


  



  “Cutting the cake for us himself! How considerate,” another added.


  



  “He normally doesn’t enjoy the hunting festival, but he accepted right away because the Grand Duchess wished it,” yet another pointed out.


  



  As praise for Cesare poured in, Eileen smiled a bit awkwardly. She was accustomed to his kindness, but it was always a surprise for others to see this side of him.


  



  While Eileen responded to the lively chatter of the noblewomen, she found herself glancing at Ornella. Once a vibrant leader of the conversation, Ornella was now much quieter, though she maintained her perfect smile.


  



  With it now clear that her relationship with Cesare was superficial, Ornella seemed to have run out of things to say. Yet, she showed no outward signs of embarrassment, remaining seated gracefully, as if nothing had changed since her arrival.


  



  When their eyes met, Ornella slightly twisted her lips, a hint of something unreadable in her expression. Eileen quickly lowered her gaze, feeling a flutter of discomfort.


  



  As Eileen balanced attending to both Ornella and the other noblewomen, the sun began to set, signaling that it was time to wrap up the tea party.


  



  “I had such a wonderful time; I didn’t even notice the hours pass. You will invite us again, won’t you?” one of the ladies asked, her eyes sparkling with anticipation.


  



  “Next time, we should have tea at my house. It may not compare to the Grand Duke’s garden, but my greenhouse is quite lovely,” another offered, eager to secure a promise for their next gathering.


  



  The noblewomen were keen to ensure these meetings became a regular affair, some even attempting to entice Eileen by mentioning their own beautiful greenhouses, knowing her love for plants.


  



  As Eileen saw her guests off, she received countless invitations in return. She handed out small gifts—packets of tea leaves and cookies from the tea party—and exchanged warm parting words.


  



  The last to remain was Ornella. Her posture suggested she had been waiting for the others to leave, and even as the noblewomen climbed into their carriages, they cast curious glances back, eager to see what conversation might unfold between the Grand Duchess and Lady Farbellini.


  



  However, the seasoned socialites knew better than to meddle, no matter how much they craved gossip. With a knowing silence, they quietly entered their carriages and departed.


  



  Eileen, trying to calm her trembling hands, took a deep breath and offered a small gift to Ornella as well.


  



  “Thank you for coming today…” she said softly.


  



  Ornella didn’t accept it immediately; she simply looked down at the gift. Just when Eileen’s hand began to feel awkwardly suspended in the air, Ornella finally took it.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  Eileen flinched at the sound of her name. Ornella leaned in, pretending to adjust Eileen’s perfectly arranged hair accessory, her fingers brushing through Eileen’s hair as she drew closer.


  



  “You should visit the Farbellini estate sometime. I ought to serve tea to the Grand Duchess too, shouldn’t I?”


  



  As she spoke, Ornella’s gloved hand subtly gripped Eileen’s hair and gave it a slight tug. Before Eileen could react to the discomfort, Ornella smiled brightly.


  



  “Don’t refuse, okay?”


  



  Eileen bit her lip, feeling the pressure of Ornella’s gaze as she withdrew her hand, attempting to end the conversation as if nothing had happened.


  



  “…Yes.”


  



  Swallowing the throbbing pain, Eileen met Ornella’s gaze and made a promise. “I’ll be sure to visit, Lady Farbellini.”


  



  Ornella’s eyes narrowed slightly at her response. With a dismissive smile, she adjusted her dress and stepped into her carriage.


  



  Eileen watched the carriage disappear into the distance, her heart racing, before she turned and headed back inside the mansion.


  



  Sonio greeted her with a wide smile, offering words of praise for the successful tea party. Noticing Eileen’s exhaustion and the way she sagged with fatigue, he expertly guided her to the dressing room. With the help of the servants, she removed her jewelry and dress, changing into something more comfortable.


  



  Once dressed in casual clothes, Eileen headed straight to her laboratory.


  



  As she fiddled with her lab equipment, she felt her energy begin to return. It was clear she preferred repeating the same experiments a thousand times over to dealing with the complexities of social interactions.


  



  Her gaze fell on a flowerpot by the window. The poppies she had once grown in a second-floor inn room were thriving here in the grand ducal estate as well, their vibrant colors reminding her of simpler times.


  



  “Thinking you can live however you want—now that’s abnormal.”


  



  Ornella’s words from before the tea party resurfaced in Eileen’s mind, along with the fleeting sense of kinship she had felt with her for a moment.


  



  Eileen stayed holed up in the lab until dinner. After indulging in various treats during the tea party, she settled for a light bowl of porridge. With a new scholarly journal in hand, she made her way to the bedroom.


  



  She had planned to read in bed until she fell asleep. However, as she entered the bedroom absentmindedly, her eyes widened in surprise. Cesare was sitting on the bed.


  



  Leaning against the headboard while reading some documents, he smiled wordlessly and beckoned her over. Eileen hesitated for a moment but eventually approached him.


  



  Cesare pulled her close by the waist and kissed her cheek, wrapping her in his arms. She found herself sitting on the bed, leaning against his chest. Still clutching her journal, Eileen looked up at him.


  



  His crimson eyes were alarmingly close, and his firm arms loosely encircled her waist.


  



  “Cesare…”


  



  Normally, Eileen would have excitedly recounted everything that had happened that day. She had so many questions for Cesare—whether it was alright that she had decided about the hunting festival on her own, or why he had come to the tea party in the first place.


  



  But for some reason, perhaps due to the intimacy of their position, she found herself unable to speak. The warmth of his body against her back made her heart race, leaving her mind in a state of disarray.


  



  Eileen absentmindedly fidgeted with the corner of her journal. Cesare noticed and casually remarked, “Weren’t you planning to read?”


  



  With no other choice, she opened the journal. Once her eyes focused on the text, she quickly became absorbed. A fascinating study detailed in this issue captured her attention completely, and she was soon engrossed in the experiment it described.


  



  Without realizing it, Eileen relaxed against Cesare, her focus entirely on the journal. She didn’t even notice him gently playing with her hair, nor did she realize he was stroking the very spot that Ornella had touched earlier.


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  As Eileen immersed herself in the scholarly journal, her tightly closed lips gradually softened. She wanted to share the fascinating discovery she had just made with Cesare.


  Careful not to overwhelm him with too much complex academic terminology, she began explaining what she was reading.


  “Cesare, this journal I’m reading is about herbal medicine derived from plants. Herbal medicine means that the plant isn’t chemically extracted but is used as it is, or processed just enough so that its properties aren’t altered. In this paper, they discuss crude drugs, which refers to the whole plant, and, um, the term ‘crude drug’ means…”


  However, Eileen’s words slowed as she lifted her gaze from the journal and met Cesare’s eyes.


  She had expected him to be reading his documents, but instead, he had been watching her intently, amusement dancing in his gaze.


  With a smile, he remarked, “In the military, the foremost outpost is called a ‘crude post.'”


  “Oh…”


  Eileen made a vague sound, her eyes dropping to the arms encircling her waist. She murmured softly, “The crude I’m talking about refers to the whole plant.”


  “I see,” Cesare replied, resting his head on her shoulder. He placed a soft kiss on her collarbone, exposed between the loose fabric, and asked, “Did you enjoy the tea party?”


  His question snapped Eileen back to her senses, and she seized the moment to express her gratitude.


  “Yes, um, thank you so much for coming today,” she said earnestly.


  “How much?” he teased, a playful glint in his eyes.


  Caught off guard by his unexpected question, Eileen hesitated before stammering, “A lot… I mean, I was really happy. And the cake—it was something I’d been wanting to try.”


  As she brought up the cake, she subtly probed if he had planned to attend the tea party all along.


  “It was your first social gathering as my wife, so of course, I had to do that much,” Cesare replied, his hand slowly tracing along her waist. A faint tickling sensation spread wherever he touched, causing Eileen to shiver slightly.


  “No one troubled you, did they?” he asked, half-joking.


  Eileen couldn’t help but smile, imagining him reprimanding the noblewomen if she said yes. “No, no one did. But it made me realize that social gatherings are not easy. Everyone treated me kindly, but I could tell they were evaluating me. I was so nervous about whether I was acting properly as the Grand Duchess… Even though you came to help me, I’m not sure if they all saw me in a good light. Oh, and by the way—”


  Excitedly sharing her experiences from the tea party, she finally addressed what had been weighing on her mind. “About the hunting festival… I feel like I made the decision without asking you…”


  Her voice trembled slightly, but not entirely out of anxiety. It was more due to the way Cesare pressed his lips firmly to the nape of her neck, leaving a distinct sound as he briefly sucked on her skin before letting go.


  “It’s been a while since I attended the hunting festival, so it should be fine. You’ve never been before, have you?” Cesare replied, making it clear that his decision to attend was entirely for her.


  Eileen, preoccupied with potential political implications, felt flustered and looked up at him. But Cesare had already moved on from the topic of the hunting festival.


  “They always say nothing happened,” he muttered in a low voice, his tone alluding not just to the tea party but to events from much earlier.


  Eileen’s mind drifted back to the past. He had posed a similar question when she had given up university and returned to the capital.


  ‘Did anyone trouble you at university?’ he had asked that summer when Eileen was 17 and Cesare was 24.


  Eileen had entered the imperial palace to see Cesare after returning to the capital. It had been two years since their last meeting, and in that time, Cesare had transformed into a fully matured man.


  At that moment, Eileen realized she could no longer treat him as she once had. She was no longer a child; she was a young woman approaching adulthood. The prince she had admired purely now appeared undeniably as a man.


  Just as her body had matured, so too had her feelings. Whenever she was in Cesare’s presence, she found herself blushing uncontrollably, her heart racing at the mere sight of him.


  The best way to hide her growing affection, she thought, was to avoid seeing him altogether. The burden of repaying her family’s debts provided further reason to keep her grounded and away from the palace.


  Gradually, Eileen reduced her visits to the imperial court. In contrast to the past, when she would seize any excuse to visit, her trips dwindled to almost nothing. Cesare had encouraged her to come more often, but he never pressured her.


  Maybe things will just naturally fade away, Eileen thought sadly, unsure how to navigate her burgeoning feelings for him.


  That day marked her first visit to the palace in a long while. Though she hadn’t wanted to go, her mother’s request left her with no other choice.


  Her mother, weighed down by deep depression, was slowly withering away. No matter how much Eileen tried to help, nothing seemed to work. She had even crafted a medicine in the hope of easing her mother’s mood, but her mother had lashed out, accusing Eileen of treating her like a sick person.


  The only time her mother’s face brightened, even slightly, was when she spoke of Cesare. She would go on and on about how exceptional the prince she had once nursed as a baby was, recounting how he cherished her dearly. To her, he was the last remnant of her former glory, the only thing she clung to.


  At times, Eileen found her mother’s stories tiresome. Though she knew she shouldn’t, she often felt the urge to shout, to argue, to tell her mother to get a grip. She wanted to beg her to take her medicine seriously and stop dwelling in the past.


  But Eileen swallowed her anger each time. She soothed her mother with patience, earned money by selling her remedies to pay off debts, and kept her father in check when he returned home drunk and rough with her mother.


  In the whirlwind of responsibilities, Eileen thought that staying busy helped her think less of the prince, making her feelings somewhat bearable.


  Then one day, her mother handed her a letter.


  “Lily, take this to the prince.”


  Her mother smiled faintly, the first smile Eileen had seen in a long time. Though she claimed not to expect a reply, she asked Eileen to deliver the letter and return to tell her how happy and pleased the prince had been to receive it.


  Unable to refuse the rare request from her smiling mother, Eileen helplessly agreed.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  With the thick envelope in hand, Eileen entered the palace, biting her lip anxiously. Although she had requested to visit Cesare after many months, the prince had granted her permission without hesitation. This ease reassured her that his feelings for her hadn’t changed, yet it also made her more nervous.


  Her new clothes, bought with money she didn’t really have, felt strange against her skin. The fabric was too stiff from excessive starching, likely over-ironed. She had fussed over her hair, tying and untying it repeatedly before finally leaving it loose. Now, an annoying crease refused to smooth out.


  To make matters worse, her nervousness had her sweating, causing her glasses to slide down her nose. Eileen fidgeted with her bangs as she waited for Cesare in the palace garden.


  No attendants or servants were around; Cesare had arranged for her to wait comfortably, free to enjoy the plants and relax. But Eileen was too tense to appreciate the greenery surrounding her.


  Her heart pounded in her chest, the sound echoing in her ears. Suddenly, a downpour of rain began, startling her.


  Rushing to the nearest tree for shelter, she managed to find cover, but she was already soaked. Frantically, she checked to ensure the letter hadn’t gotten wet.


  As she stood there, shivering and drenched, tears welled up in her eyes.


  ‘I prepared so hard for this.’


  Eileen had been looking forward to seeing the prince for days, losing sleep in her anticipation. And now, here she was, in such a pitiful state.


  A wave of sadness washed over her, feeling betrayed by the cruel timing of the rain. As she wiped her tears with her wet sleeve, she suddenly spotted Cesare standing not far away, holding an umbrella and watching her with concern.


  Without a word, Cesare closed his perfectly good umbrella and walked toward her through the downpour. Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise.


  With a calm smile, Cesare ran a hand through his now-drenched hair and asked, “Why did you take so long to come back?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Eileen’s eyes welled up even more at Cesare’s familiar tone. How could she not adore the prince who was willing to stand in the rain with her simply because she had gotten wet?


  She longed to cry openly but held herself back. She was already soaked, and crying now would only make her appear even more disheveled.


  When she softly called out, “Your Grace,” Cesare glanced down at her. While the tree provided ample shelter for Eileen, it felt slightly cramped for Cesare, whose tall frame almost brushed against the branches.


  Eileen stared at him for a moment before quickly lowering her gaze. Despite both of them being drenched, Cesare seemed untouched by the rain’s gloom, radiating warmth and light, while she felt utterly shabby in comparison.


  Though she had saved enough to buy new clothes for this visit, her shoes were old and worn, now looking even worse with the rain, stains spreading across them like marks of neglect.


  ‘I wish I could’ve looked a bit nicer,’ she thought, quietly tucking her feet under her skirt to hide them.


  “You’ve met with the knights, I’ve heard,” Cesare said casually, as if inquiring about her well-being.


  Eileen flinched at his remark. Although she had avoided Cesare, she hadn’t completely distanced herself from his loyal knights. They had known her since childhood and still treated her affectionately. When she left university and returned to the capital, they had shared in her disappointment, their hearts aching for her.


  As an only child, Eileen had always thought of them as older brothers and sisters. She had never dared to voice such feelings aloud, fearing it would be presumptuous, but privately, she cherished that bond.


  That’s why she couldn’t refuse when Diego invited her over for dinner.


  Diego’s home was a place Eileen cherished. It was filled with charming trinkets and dolls that created a cozy, comforting atmosphere. Whenever she visited, she felt a sense of warmth and belonging. That evening, the five of them had laughed and shared a meal together, allowing Eileen to forget her worries and immerse herself in the joy of companionship, if only for a little while.


  But now, with Cesare bringing it up, she felt awkward and hesitant to respond honestly. She glanced at him, trying to gauge his mood.


  “Yes, they kindly invited me to dinner,” she said, her tone uncertain, as if worried he might feel excluded. She knew Cesare wasn’t the type to care about such things, yet unease settled in her stomach.


  Cesare noticed her hesitation and chuckled lightly.


  “If I invited you, it wouldn’t be an invitation; it would be a command.”


  He pulled a still-dry handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Eileen.


  “So, what brings you to the palace today?” he asked, his tone curious but light.


  “My mother sent a letter for you. She asked me to deliver it to you, saying she hopes you will read it…” Eileen trailed off, offering him the slightly damp letter.


  “A letter, is it?” Cesare echoed, glancing up at the pouring rain. What had seemed like a brief shower was now stretching into a downpour. Perhaps it wasn’t just a passing storm after all. His low voice cut through Eileen’s thoughts.


  “Is Baroness Elrod still the same?”


  There was a strange coldness in his voice, an unexpected chill when he asked about his former wet nurse. Eileen, unaware of the tension hidden in his words, assumed he was simply inquiring about her mother’s health. She answered earnestly.


  “She’s doing much better these days. She can even take walks on her own. I just wish she’d be more diligent about taking her medicine,” Eileen added, expressing her lingering concerns about her mother’s reluctance to adhere to her treatment.


  As Eileen spoke, Cesare took the handkerchief back from her without a word. He then reached toward her again, causing Eileen to blink in surprise. Her lips parted slightly as Cesare gently removed her glasses, wiping the raindrops from the lenses with the handkerchief.


  Eileen had been holding the handkerchief without using it, and now Cesare was quietly cleaning her glasses for her. Embarrassment flooded her cheeks, turning them a deep shade of red.


  Once he finished wiping the lenses, Cesare looked at her again. Eileen, unsure of what to do with her damp bangs, nervously fidgeted with them, her hands fluttering around her face. As their eyes met, she froze.


  For the first time in ages, her vision was clear. Normally, her view was distorted by her glasses, but now, with the water wiped away, she could see Cesare’s features in sharp detail. She didn’t want him to notice the tears lingering in her eyes, but the sight of his striking face made it impossible to look away.


  Mesmerized, Eileen found herself staring at him, her heart racing. A strange warmth began to stir within her, spreading from her heart throughout her body, filling her with an inexplicable feeling.


  She blinked slowly, her eyelashes brushing against her wet skin. In that brief moment of darkness, the intensity of Cesare’s crimson gaze remained fixed on her, unwavering.


  A single droplet of rain, clinging to the end of her bangs, finally fell. It rolled down her cheek, tracing a path down her neck and pooling at her collarbone. It was then that, for the first time, Cesare looked away.


  “…”


  It was the first time Cesare had ever averted his gaze. Eileen had always been the one to look away first from his intense crimson stare, so she was startled by the unfamiliarity of the moment.


  Before she could dwell too long on her thoughts, Cesare opened the umbrella and returned her glasses to her.


  “We should head inside,” he said.


  Staying out in the rain much longer would surely lead to catching a cold. Eileen, already feeling a slight chill, silently stepped under the umbrella with him.


  As they walked side by side, Eileen struggled to calm her racing heart. She focused on not tripping over her own feet, hoping she wouldn’t make a fool of herself.


  She also worried that her growing feelings for Cesare—now a fully matured prince—might be too obvious. She feared he might sense that she no longer saw him as the childhood figure she once adored, but now as a man.


  Does the prince think I’ve changed too?


  They hadn’t seen each other in nearly two years, ever since Eileen had entered university. During that time, she had grown in many ways, maturing both physically and mentally as she approached adulthood. Her body had changed; she had grown taller and left childhood behind.


  Of course, Cesare had likely encountered countless elegant and sophisticated women by now. To him, Eileen probably still seemed like a little girl. Yet she couldn’t help but wish, just a little, that he might notice she was no longer a child but someone on the brink of becoming a true adult.


  Once inside the palace, Eileen was assisted by the maids in changing out of her wet clothes. Cesare, too, went to change, but before he left, he mentioned that if she could wait, they could have dinner together.


  Eileen intended to wait for Cesare, feeling the unfamiliar texture of the luxurious dress she had borrowed as she made her way toward the drawing room.


  But before she could reach her destination, a servant—someone she had never seen before—stepped in front of her and the maids. His tone was stiff as he addressed her.


  “Lady Elrod.”


  “Yes…?” she replied, surprised.


  “The Emperor has summoned you.”


  Eileen froze, her heart plummeting into her stomach. The servant was from the Emperor’s personal staff. The thought of being summoned by the Emperor had never crossed her mind. Anxiety made her hands tremble.


  There was no time to compose herself. The servant, flanked by imperial knights, exuded authority and urged Eileen to follow. It felt as if she were being dragged along, barely able to keep up as her thoughts spiraled into chaos.


  As she walked, a terrifying realization struck her—she might be walking toward her own doom.


  It was no secret that Emperor Traon favored his fifth son, Cesare, above all else. The Emperor treated Cesare like his own reflection, showering him with gifts and praise. Whenever Cesare returned victorious from battle, the Emperor held grand celebrations in his honor.


  For someone like Eileen, a lowly baron’s daughter, to be so close to the prince would likely be an eyesore to the Emperor. Known for his volatile temper, it wouldn’t be difficult for him to dispose of a girl from a minor noble family as easily as crushing a bug.


  Her face turned pale as she imagined her fate. Yet, despite the fear gripping her, the thought of running away never crossed her mind. All she could think about was not bringing any disgrace to Cesare, even if it meant her own death.


  The servant led her through the palace in silence, finally stopping before a set of imposing doors. Eileen glanced around anxiously, her heart racing.


  This didn’t appear to be the entrance to the Emperor’s audience chamber. In fact, the entire area felt eerily dark and unsettling.


  It seemed almost too intimate, disturbingly reminiscent of the Emperor’s private quarters.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 116


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen struggled to process the situation, and her worst fears were confirmed the moment she stepped into the dimly lit room. The first thing that caught her eye was a large, curtained four-poster bed. The curtains were drawn back, revealing a man lounging casually on the bed.


  He wore a loose robe—the Emperor of the Traon Empire, Cesare’s father.


  Stunned, Eileen quickly bowed her head, her mind racing. She tried to recall the face she had glimpsed just before lowering her gaze. Though the Emperor was said to have many children, everyone knew of his favoritism toward Cesare, often claiming the prince resembled him in his youth. Even Eileen, who usually steered clear of court gossip, had heard this countless times.


  But the face she had seen bore no resemblance to Cesare at all. Instead, it was his twin brother, Leone, who strikingly resembled the Emperor. They shared the same hair and eye color, in stark contrast to Cesare.


  Any similarities between Cesare and the Emperor might have been limited to the sharpness of their noses, but the overall aura between father and son was so different that it would be difficult for anyone to guess their connection.


  ‘Why did he summon me?’ Eileen wondered, her heart pounding.


  As she anxiously awaited the Emperor’s words, she realized with a jolt that she had forgotten to greet him properly.


  “I—I greet the Emperor,” she stammered, her voice trembling as she bowed even lower. Her delayed greeting elicited a loud, amused laugh from the Emperor, and Eileen felt her mouth go dry with fear.


  “Raise your head,” he commanded, his tone slow and deliberate.


  Eileen hesitantly lifted her gaze, daring only a fleeting glance before looking down again. The Emperor, like his famed twin sons, was strikingly handsome. Despite the lines of age on his face, his looks were undeniable. It was easy to imagine that in his youth, he must have been extraordinarily attractive. His reputation for numerous affairs with women likely stemmed not just from his status but from his charm as well.


  The Emperor stared at Eileen in silence for a long moment. She kept her head slightly raised but dared not meet his gaze, her eyes fixed firmly on the floor.


  Then, the Emperor rose from the bed. His bare feet made no sound as he stepped onto the rug, unconcerned by the cold marble beneath him. He reached out and roughly grabbed Eileen by the chin, lifting her face to meet his.


  His grip was harsh as he studied her for a moment before releasing her with a look of disdain. A frown creased his brow as he spoke.


  “Hmph… I didn’t expect someone so insignificant.”


  Disappointment evident in his voice, the Emperor shoved Eileen in the chest. The force of his push sent her stumbling backward, and she fell to the floor. A sharp pain shot through her wrist as she landed awkwardly, but she barely registered it, scrambling to regain her footing in a panic.


  The Emperor watched her flounder for a moment before his voice sliced through the air, sharp and commanding.


  “Undress.”


  For a brief moment, Eileen thought she must have misheard him. She blinked, confusion washing over her as she struggled to process his command. But the Emperor crossed his arms and barked at her again.


  “Why are you hesitating? I said, undress!”


  Eileen trembled as she looked up at the Emperor. His eyes blazed with anger as he raised his voice.


  “You insolent girl! Do you think you’ve become something just because the prince favors you?!”


  The moment his voice rose, Eileen dropped to her knees on the floor. Her mind went blank, paralyzed by the dual fears of losing her life and tarnishing Cesare’s reputation. The thought of bringing harm to the prince terrified her even more than the threat to her own life.


  Desperately, she muttered apologies, her hands fumbling to undo the ribbon of her dress. She didn’t fully understand what was happening, but terror gripped her as she began to obey, tugging at the knots and loosening her clothing.


  Just as she started to unfasten her dress, a commotion erupted outside the room. Suddenly, the door flew open with a deafening bang, crashing violently against the wall.


  Cesare stood in the doorway, his crimson eyes blazing like a furious fire. He took in the scene: the Emperor lounging lazily in his robe and Eileen, kneeling on the floor with her dress half-undone.


  A dark, seething rage flickered in Cesare’s eyes as he turned to his father. But the Emperor, far from being troubled, broke into a broad smile, spreading his arms wide in a welcoming gesture.


  “Cesare!” he exclaimed joyfully.


  “…Your Majesty,” Cesare replied, his voice low and controlled, though the fire in his eyes remained.


  The Emperor had been about to say something more, but his expression darkened at Cesare’s next words.


  “She’s someone I cherish. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I know. That’s why I called her here.”


  The Emperor gestured toward Eileen, who trembled in fear, her arms wrapped tightly around herself.


  “Her face is plain, but is she better in bed?”


  Cesare remained silent, staring at his father without raising his voice or showing any anger. The Emperor, noticing Cesare’s calm demeanor, appeared pleased.


  “I should know my son’s woman, don’t you think? After all, you are my reflection.”


  Listening quietly, Cesare suddenly twisted the corner of his mouth into a crooked smile.


  “Father.”


  The Emperor’s eyes widened in surprise, unable to hide his joy at hearing the word. But Cesare’s voice remained low as he continued.


  “I’ve told you before. She’s mine—just my person.”


  Not a woman.


  His brief yet pointed words were quiet, but clear enough for both the Emperor and Eileen to hear.


  Eileen parted her lips slightly before pressing them together in silence. Cesare draped his uniform jacket over her shoulders and gently helped her to her feet. Eileen leaned on him, barely able to stand.


  The details of how they escaped the Emperor’s chamber blurred in her mind. The next thing she remembered was sitting on a sofa in the drawing room of the palace, while Cesare stood with his back to her, staring out the window.


  The rain that was supposed to have passed quickly continued to pour outside, drenching the world in a gloomy, oppressive atmosphere. As Eileen stared blankly at Cesare’s back, she finally spoke in a cracked voice.


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  Cesare turned to face her, his crimson eyes as vivid as they had been in the dim Emperor’s chamber, now just as striking in the drawing room. Eileen wanted to confess everything she thought she had done wrong, but Cesare asked another question before she could respond.


  “What did the Emperor do to you?”


  “Nothing happened…”


  Nothing had happened, thanks to Cesare’s timely arrival. She didn’t want to speak ill of his father either.


  But upon hearing her response, Cesare’s eyes narrowed. The heavy silence was punctuated only by the sound of the rain. After a long pause, he spoke again.


  “Was there no one at the university who troubled you?”


  At that question, only one thought rushed to Eileen’s mind: ‘How can I answer in a way that won’t upset Cesare?’


  It seemed he hadn’t been satisfied with her earlier answers. She didn’t want to fail again.


  She didn’t want to make Cesare uncomfortable, especially after seeing him for the first time in so long. Yet, no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t find the right words. In the end, she gave the only response she could think of.


  “No, there wasn’t.”


  There had been some difficult moments, but overall, her memories of university were filled with happiness. The time she spent there felt like a dream—an experience made possible by Cesare’s unwavering support. She had no reason to complain.


  Cesare let out a faint, bitter laugh at her response.


  “You always say nothing happened.”


  With a quiet murmur, he told her to return home. Eileen left without having dinner with him, and for the next few days, she endured her mother’s constant nagging about not witnessing Cesare’s reaction to the letter.


  But even as her mother pestered her, Eileen found herself thinking about something else entirely. What would have been the right answer?


  ‘Did Cesare want me to be honest with him back then?’


  As she mulled over the past, a nagging curiosity tugged at her. Yet, even if she could go back in time, she wasn’t sure she would have been able to be completely honest in that moment.


  Being honest would have felt ungrateful and arrogant. No matter how much Cesare cared for her, she was still just a baron’s daughter… nothing more.


  Lost in thought, Eileen was startled back to reality by a gentle touch on her cheek. When she opened her eyes, she found Cesare’s bright crimson gaze fixed on her.


  Those same eyes had watched her in the past, now just as intense.


  The dark bedroom resembled the Emperor’s chamber, but this was the Grand Duchy’s bedroom, and Eileen was now the Grand Duchess of Erzet. Cesare’s gaze remained unchanged from that day, but the reality surrounding Eileen had transformed completely.


  Without thinking, she whispered, “…There was something, actually.”


  Cesare narrowed his eyes as he held her close, his arms wrapped around her waist. Eileen hesitated, then continued.


  “Today, Lady Farbellini… we had a bit of a disagreement, but it was nothing serious…”


  As soon as the words left her mouth, she felt even smaller. Embarrassment washed over her as she mumbled,


  “I didn’t think it was worth telling you, but… you asked, and it just came to mind. It really wasn’t anything important…”


  Her excuses tumbled out in a rush, but then Cesare smiled—a smooth, genuine smile that lacked the bitterness from before.


  He kissed her cheek and her trembling lips, letting out a soft laugh.


  “Go on, Eileen. Tell me more.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 117


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare had told her to keep talking, but she found herself at a loss for words. Anything more she said would only sound like childish whining.


  



  “There’s nothing else… really,” she replied, watching Cesare closely to ensure he wasn’t bothered by her words. To her relief, he didn’t seem upset.


  



  She exhaled quietly, trying not to make it obvious, but Cesare seemed to notice and chuckled again.


  



  He reached over and took the journal from her hands, setting it aside. Then his hands began to roam over her body, touching sensitive spots as he asked, “Is there nothing you want?”


  



  His touch was teasing, slipping beneath her thin nightgown, making every brush of his fingers against her skin even more intense. She squirmed under his touch, a warm sensation blooming inside her as she tried to hold back the rising heat.


  



  “I did have something, but… you already gave it to me today,” she said, her voice trembling. She was referring to the cake he had brought earlier, a rare treat that couldn’t easily be bought, even with money. She didn’t need anything more than that.


  



  But Cesare wasn’t satisfied with her answer. His hands continued to explore as he pressed further, “Not something like a cake. What about clothes, jewelry, a villa, perhaps? Books or laboratory equipment? I could even build you another greenhouse.”


  



  She wasn’t a person without desires. She loved having her own vast library, a lab filled with the latest tools, and a greenhouse brimming with rare plants. She had always harbored many wishes.


  



  But now, as the Grand Duchess, Cesare had already given her everything she could ever want. She was surrounded by beautiful dresses, exquisite jewelry, and delectable food. Her life felt like a paradise. Asking for anything more seemed greedy.


  



  “Ah… n-no, I’m fine. I have everything I need already,” she stammered, her body trembling as she leaned against Cesare’s chest, gripping his shirt as his touch strayed closer to more intimate places.


  



  “What could I give my wife that would make her happy?” Cesare asked, his tone relaxed, contrasting sharply with his provocative hands.


  



  Suddenly, an idea sparked in her mind, pulling her out of her haze. Her body, which had been melting under his touch, stiffened with excitement.


  



  “There is something!” she exclaimed, her voice louder than she intended. Realizing her outburst, she quickly drew a sharp breath, but Cesare only smiled, watching her with amusement.


  



  Despite the relief of his nonchalance, she hesitated. What she wanted felt like a significant request—too extravagant to ask for.


  



  Cesare tilted his head slightly, noticing her uncertainty. “What are you trying to say that’s making you think so hard?”


  



  His tone darkened slightly, as if he didn’t appreciate her reluctance. He tightened his grip on her thigh and teased, “What? You think your husband can’t get it for you?”


  



  “No, it’s not that,” she replied, flustered by both his words and his touch. Her mind raced as she tried to organize her thoughts. No matter how she phrased it, the request felt bold and perhaps inappropriate.


  



  Can I really ask him this? she wondered.


  



  This was only the second time she’d ever asked Cesare for something directly. The first had been for money to pay for her mother’s funeral. Compared to that, this request felt much more audacious.


  



  Am I being too selfish? But he did tell me to be honest…


  



  Her heart pounded in her chest, but something emboldened her today. She remembered how Cesare had smiled at her earlier, pleased with her honesty. I’ll just say it, she thought, gathering her courage.


  



  “Just for one day…”


  



  The moment the words left her lips, regret washed over her. She wanted to take them back, to pretend she hadn’t said anything. But Cesare’s red eyes were fixed on her, silently urging her to continue.


  



  With a trembling hand, she reached out, trying to take his hand, but in her nervousness, she only managed to grasp his pinky. She held on tightly and pressed on.


  



  “Could you… just give me one whole day of your time?”


  



  What she wanted more than anything was a single day to spend entirely with him.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Ornella stared blankly at her teacup. The reflection of the woman in the tea was shockingly beautiful. Her delicate and pure features more than earned her the title of “Lily,” yet that beauty felt like the only thing she truly possessed.


  



  She knew who the real masterpiece of creation was. Whenever those mysterious eyes of gold and green looked at her, it took her breath away. She longed to tear those bright, innocent eyes from the face that sparkled like a fairy.


  



  “The Grand Duke is only human, after all.”


  



  After Cesare attended the Grand Duchess’s tea party, all of society buzzed with talk of the Erzet couple. The ladies who had been invited proudly recounted their experiences at every social gathering.


  



  “He seems almost god-like, doesn’t he? So distant and hard to approach…”


  



  “Yes, you’re right. It’s hard to even approach him. He rarely attends social events.”


  



  “Well, they call him a god on the battlefield, so it wouldn’t be wrong to say he’s more than human.”


  



  “Exactly. But seeing how he treats the Grand Duchess with such kindness made me realize—he’s human too, just a husband like any other.”


  



  It wasn’t just the noblewomen talking. The gossip columns printed endless articles about the Grand Duchess’s tea party, repeating the same information over and over. Yet as long as it involved the Grand Duke and Duchess, the papers flew off the shelves.


  



  The whole world seemed to be captivated by the Erzet household. The Grand Duchess’s first tea party was an undeniable success.


  



  But what stung Ornella the most wasn’t the triumph of the tea party or the overwhelming attention on it.


  



  ‘I’ve lived as my father commanded, and I will continue to do so.’


  



  That was what she had blurted out to Cesare in a moment of uncontrollable impulse. Ornella couldn’t understand why she had said it.


  



  Why did I say that?


  



  The question kept circling in her mind. Every time she recalled that moment when she exposed her vulnerability, it made her feel like she was going mad.


  



  Right now, she wanted to hurl her teacup across the room. She wanted to scream and shatter everything around her, but she held herself back. Here, she had to remain the “Lily of Traon.”


  



  Ornella was sipping tea in the emperor’s audience chamber, where she was scheduled to meet her fiancé, Leone.


  



  Unlike the tyrannical late emperor, Leone could truly be called a wise ruler. He never denied that it was his younger brother, Cesare, who had secured the throne for him; in fact, he accepted it with pride.


  



  In stark contrast to the many historical figures driven to madness by feelings of inferiority, Leone’s wisdom and humility set him apart.


  



  However, the twins were still of Traon blood, and people often gossiped about which of them had inherited the madness that ran through their lineage.


  



  Most assumed it was Cesare. He was like a cold, burning flame, his brutal nature on the battlefield a widely whispered rumor.


  



  But was Cesare truly the only one to inherit that dangerous nature? Even if Leone resembled their mother in temperament, she had also been far from stable, much like the previous emperor.


  



  “I greet the Emperor,” Ornella said as she rose to offer her respects to Leone, who had just entered the audience chamber.


  



  Leone, strikingly similar to the late emperor with his dark blond hair and blue eyes, smiled gently.


  



  “Lady Farbellini.”


  



  Ornella returned his soft smile. Though their engagement was born out of duty rather than love, Leone was a fine fiancé. If it weren’t for Cesare, he would have been the most outstanding man in the empire.


  



  “It’s been a while. I should have come to see you sooner, but here you are, making the effort to meet me…”


  



  “Your Majesty,” Ornella interrupted, breaching etiquette as she stepped closer. Leone raised his eyebrows in surprise as she gently placed her hand on his chest and asked,


  



  “What do you think of the Grand Duchess of Erzet?”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 118


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Leon’s reaction to Ornella’s unexpected question was subtle. He closed his eyes briefly, then reopened them with a faint smile.


  



  “I didn’t expect you to come here to ask such a question.”


  



  He gently removed her hand from his chest with polite composure.


  



  “I thought you had come for something similar to what the Duke of Farbellini recently approached me about.”


  



  The Duke of Farbellini was still fuming over the incident where Cesare had barged into his mansion in the middle of the night, threatening not to tolerate any disrespect. Naturally, the duke had come to his son-in-law, Leon, and ranted endlessly.


  



  When the Traon royal family first arranged a marriage between the Farbellini family and the imperial line, it had seemed like a losing bargain for the duke. The twin princes had won the civil war, but their position remained precarious.


  



  The duke had bet on the potential of the imperial family, and his gamble had paid off. After the successful conquest of Kalpen, the Traon dynasty was firmly established as the victor.


  



  The Duke of Farbellini considered himself a royal benefactor. For all his sacrifices, he believed he deserved to be treated as a founding hero of the empire. Now, humiliated by Cesare, his anger knew no bounds.


  



  The duke had threatened to bring the matter before the imperial council, denouncing Cesare’s arrogance. Yet despite his furious words, he was also afraid.


  



  The reason he hadn’t yet taken this issue to the council was clear: he feared that Cesare might truly lose his mind and do something unimaginable.


  



  As Grand Duke of the empire, commander of its armies, and the emperor’s brother, Cesare had much to lose. Now that he had a family of his own, he should have been more cautious. Yet there was something unsettling about Cesare, a volatility that suggested he might throw everything away at any moment.


  



  This wasn’t a fear held only by the Duke of Farbellini—Leon felt it keenly himself.


  



  Since Cesare’s return to the capital, he had been saying strange things, and Leon couldn’t help but worry. With this latest incident, he was beginning to grasp the gravity of the situation.


  



  What has changed my brother so much?


  



  Cesare had always been reserved, but Leon had never struggled to understand him like this. As twins, they shared a special bond, knowing each other better than anyone else. Yet recently, Cesare had become an enigma, his actions unpredictable.


  



  The once-perfect brother now seemed to be showing cracks.


  



  “I’m only curious about your thoughts, Your Majesty,” Ornella’s voice pulled Leon from his reverie.


  



  She smiled serenely, like a painting come to life. “As your fiancée.”


  



  Leon chuckled softly, followed by a light sigh.


  



  “If you have something you want to say, it would be better to speak clearly. After all, we are engaged,” he replied, pausing as Eileen came to mind.


  



  He had known her since she was a child and had always been aware that Cesare doted on her, but he never imagined she would one day become the Grand Duchess. Even in their youth, Cesare had done inexplicable things because of her. Could it be that, even now…


  



  Leon suppressed a frown that threatened to surface. His usual smile remained in place, but something felt off. For a fleeting moment, he caught his reflection in Ornella’s eyes and felt strangely unfamiliar with himself. Pushing the discomfort aside, he continued smoothly.


  



  “…Regarding the Grand Duchess of Erzet, I’m not sure what you’re asking. Even if I were to find her somewhat lacking, what does that matter? It’s a meaningless question, Ornella.”


  



  Leon knew he couldn’t interfere with Cesare’s choice. His answer may have been cold, but for some reason, Ornella seemed pleased. Her smile deepened, almost sickly sweet, like fruit on the verge of rotting. She spoke in a soft, sugary tone.


  



  “That’s more than enough of an answer.”


  



  Ornella entwined her fingers with his again, gripping his hand tightly as she continued.


  



  “At the hunting festival, I hope you’ll treat me as your fiancée.”


  



  Leon was about to respond that he already did, but her next words left him speechless.


  



  “As if it were love, and not just a contract.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Eileen named the headache medicine she created “Aspiria,” a name derived from the scientific name of the willow tree, which belongs to the Spiraea family.


  



  When news of Aspiria’s release spread, the Traon Empire buzzed with excitement and debate. It was widely known through newspapers and magazines that the Grand Duchess possessed impressive knowledge of pharmacology and botany.


  



  While many praised Eileen’s expertise, opinions were divided about the medicine she had developed. A large portion of the public suspected that the Grand Duchess might simply be leveraging the Grand Duke’s reputation to promote her product.


  



  After all, no matter how much she had studied at university, Eileen had never officially graduated. Scholars who dedicated decades to their fields were common, so what could a dropout possibly accomplish?


  



  Many secretly hoped for her failure. Though they outwardly supported her, their true feelings were laced with jealousy, relishing the prospect of watching someone of high status fall from grace.


  



  Despite the outside chatter, the Grand Duchy of Erzet quietly prepared for the release of the new medicine. Finally, the day arrived when Aspiria was introduced to the public.


  



  “As expected! Everyone in the capital is flocking to the pharmacies to buy Aspiria. Even though we stocked up generously, it looks like we’ll be sold out by the end of the day!” Senon exclaimed, his voice full of excitement. His eyes sparkled, and he seemed on the verge of breaking into a celebratory dance.


  



  The label on the Aspiria bottles displayed the Erzet Grand Ducal crest. Given the immense popularity of the Erzet family within the empire, many people were eager to own something bearing their crest, standing in line all day to purchase the medicine.


  



  While Senon was practically bouncing with joy, Cesare remained calm, offering only a small smile in response to Senon’s enthusiastic report.


  



  “This is only the beginning,” Cesare remarked.


  



  “Of course! It’s just the start. Once people experience the effects of the medicine, no one will be able to doubt the Grand Duchess’s abilities,” Senon replied, still brimming with excitement.


  



  It had been Senon’s idea to include the Grand Ducal crest on the bottles to encourage sales, and his strategy had worked perfectly. Now, he was eager to see Eileen’s reputation soar even higher.


  



  But Cesare, sensing the need to temper Senon’s excitement, gave him a subtle glance. Realizing he was getting carried away, Senon quickly cleared his throat, straightened his posture, and mumbled, “My apologies.”


  



  Cesare chuckled quietly and tilted his head toward the building outside the window.


  



  “There will be plenty of people dissatisfied. We need to be cautious.”


  



  They were parked in front of the Imperial Parliament building. Senon adjusted his disheveled clothing and adopted a more serious expression. Once Cesare saw that Senon was ready, he stepped out of the car.


  



  As soon as the military vehicle came to a stop outside the parliament building, reporters who had been waiting nearby swarmed around the car. The moment Cesare stepped out, their voices rose in unison.


  



  “Grand Duke!”


  



  “Your Grace! Could you say a few words about the new medicine the Grand Duchess has released?”


  



  “Your Grace, what are your thoughts on the bill being introduced today that proposes a significant reduction in the military budget?”


  



  Though eager, the reporters kept a respectful distance, calling out their questions while maintaining a few steps of separation. Senon followed behind Cesare, his face expressionless. As usual, Cesare ignored the reporters and headed straight toward the parliament building.


  



  But then, unexpectedly, he stopped.


  



  The reporters were the most surprised. They had asked their questions without expecting any response, so when Cesare halted, they all fell silent at once.


  



  In the sudden quiet, Cesare smiled faintly—a rare expression for him in public, which only heightened the reporters’ shock.


  



  “Eileen’s new medicine,” he began, his calm voice cutting through the stillness. The reporters, captivated by the sight of the Grand Duke smiling, waited with bated breath for him to continue.


  



  “I believe it will be remembered in Traon’s history.”


  




  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 119
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  Cesare’s statement had been nothing short of arrogant. After all, this was a medicine created by a Grand Duchess with no formal experience as a pharmacist, and there were still doubts about its efficacy. To claim that it would be remembered in the empire’s history was bold, even presumptuous.


  Yet, in that moment, everyone present truly believed that *Aspiria* would indeed go down in history. Cesare’s confidence was so overwhelming, it felt as if he were narrating an inevitable future rather than making a prediction.


  As the reporters stood frozen, trying to process his words, Cesare calmly strolled past them. None of the journalists managed to stop him or ask another question. It wasn’t until after he had entered the parliamentary building that they snapped out of their daze, realizing what had just happened.


  Cesare had never directly answered a reporter’s question before. His statements typically came through the royal palace or the newspaper *La Verità*, making this the first time he had ever personally responded. Desperate to be the first to report on his historic words, the journalists scrambled to write their articles on the spot.


  While chaos erupted outside, the scene inside the parliamentary building was no less tumultuous. Senators and assembly members, all gathered for the day’s session, flocked to greet Cesare.


  It was a full session of both the upper and lower houses—an unusually large gathering. With so many people crowding around Cesare, the atmosphere became noisy and chaotic, resembling the scene outside with the reporters.


  “Your Grace, I trust you’ve been well? It’s been since our last meeting in Natalio…”


  “Grand Duke, congratulations again on your victory! I’ve been waiting for this opportunity to personally offer my congratulations.”


  “Your Grace, do you remember when we met in the palace…”


  The noblemen, eager to catch Cesare’s attention, crowded around him, attempting to strike up conversations. Cesare handled their advances with politeness but kept his eyes scanning the room. In the distance, he spotted Count Domenico conversing with the Duke of Farbellini, while an older nobleman stood nearby.


  That elderly noble was Count Bonaparte, the one who had proposed today’s agenda to reduce the military budget. Bonaparte was also among the first aristocrats to establish ties with the royal family of Kalpen during earlier political negotiations.


  Sensing Cesare’s gaze, Count Bonaparte turned his head. When their eyes met, the old noble flinched. Cesare, watching him closely, momentarily licked his lips.


  There were times when Cesare felt the urge to act as he once had—gathering everyone in one place and having their heads removed. But he knew better than to indulge such impulses; he had long mastered the art of restraint.


  With the war over, reducing the military budget was only natural. However, it was unacceptable for parliament to make that decision unilaterally.


  As a member of the imperial family, Cesare technically couldn’t participate in parliamentary proceedings. Yet today, he attended as Commander-in-Chief of the Imperial Army, determined to block the budget reduction.


  “Your Grace, the Grand Duke of Erzet,” came a voice nearby.


  Unlike the Duke of Farbellini, who ignored Cesare’s presence, both Count Bonaparte and Count Domenico approached him, offering their greetings. Count Domenico looked particularly anxious, casting nervous glances at Cesare as if ready to leap into action at any moment.


  Though it wasn’t yet publicly known, Domenico had become a loyal supporter of Eileen, the Grand Duchess. Today, it seemed he had steeled himself to act as her faithful servant in the parliamentary session, though Cesare had no intention of calling on him just yet. Domenico was a tool for Eileen’s benefit, and Cesare already had plenty of people under his own control.


  “We’re grateful for your effort in attending today,” Count Bonaparte said, his subtle smile laced with condescension. Domenico, standing beside him, frowned slightly at the tone. Cesare, however, remained unfazed, accepting the greeting with a calm demeanor.


  “I should be the one thanking you, Count. After all, it’s because of you that I’m here today.”


  Cesare stepped closer to Bonaparte, his tall, imposing figure casting a shadow over the older man and exuding a quiet but unmistakable menace.


  His striking red eyes locked onto Bonaparte’s, causing a twitch in the count’s thin cheeks. Cesare’s lips twisted into a crooked smile as he continued to observe him. Though Bonaparte recognized the smile as one of contempt, he found himself momentarily captivated by it.


  “This gathering is for those who approved my triumphal arch, isn’t it?” Cesare said, his tone deceptively casual.


  “…!”


  Count Bonaparte’s discomfort was palpable, his face twisting in response. Cesare reached out, patting the older man’s shoulder as if encouraging a subordinate.


  “I look forward to seeing what you accomplish today, Count,” he said, his words laden with implication.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen had secured a promise from Cesare for a full day together. At first, it seemed like the perfect idea, but now that the day was confirmed, a wave of uncertainty washed over her. She began to worry about how to best spend the time Cesare had offered. It wasn’t quite enough time to travel far, but staying inside the mansion all day felt like a waste.


  While simply being with Cesare would make her happy, she wanted to make the most of the time they had. Moreover, she wanted to ensure that Cesare enjoyed the day too. The challenge was that he rarely expressed clear preferences, making it difficult for Eileen to discern what he truly liked.


  Despite endless contemplation, she couldn’t come up with the perfect plan. The only decision she made was to request they spend the day together after the hunting festival.


  Today, as she read the latest newspaper, however, Eileen found herself fuming quietly.


  [Parliament Rejects Military Budget Cuts: Is Traon the Grand Duke’s Empire Now?]


  Eileen pursed her lips tightly and set the paper down with a small thud. The assertion that the empire belonged solely to the Grand Duke was outrageous. If the journalist who wrote the article were in front of her, she might have demanded an explanation.


  “Don’t let it upset you,” Senon said gently, noticing her reddened face.


  “But, Sir Senon…” Eileen began.


  “I understand how you feel,” he replied, adopting an expression of frustration to match hers. He pointed to the newspaper as he spoke, his tone quickening.


  “After all the sacrifices made during the war, they treat us like we’re disposable. The moment we return, the first thing they want to do is cut the budget. Do they not realize how much we still owe in compensation to injured soldiers and those retiring from service? His Grace can only do so much with his own resources! We had to survive on one can of rations for three days during the war!”


  Catching himself before he got too carried away, Senon cleared his throat and concluded, “Anyway, that’s how it is.”


  Eileen felt a wave of calm wash over her after Senon’s passionate outburst on her behalf. She simply nodded, and when Senon noticed her mood had lifted, he beamed at her.


  “Actually, my lady, the reason I came to see you today is that I thought you might want to visit a pharmacy to see how *Aspiria* is doing.”


  Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise. She had heard that the medicine was selling well, but she hadn’t fully grasped the extent of its success. The suggestion to visit a pharmacy made it feel real.


  “Do you think I should go?” she asked hesitantly.


  “Absolutely. His Grace even suggested you see it for yourself. We’ll need to keep it discreet, though—the crowds in front of the pharmacies have been large, so it would be best if you went in disguise.”


  Senon proposed using a hooded robe to conceal her identity, but Eileen quietly reached into a drawer and pulled out her old pair of glasses. She let her bangs fall over her forehead to complete the look.


  “How do I look?” she asked.


  Senon gave her a thumbs-up. “Perfect.”


  The two of them took a carriage to Benieu Street to avoid drawing attention. When they arrived, Eileen was taken aback by the sight before her. A long line of people stretched down the street.


  “We need to get in line here! This is the end!” shouted pharmacy workers holding signs, trying to organize the waiting crowd.


  “All these people…” Eileen murmured.


  “Yes, they’re all here to buy the medicine,” Senon replied.


  It was hard for Eileen to believe that so many people were waiting to buy Aspiria. Her eyes widened as she tried to take it all in. Just then, several military vehicles pulled up in front of the line. Soldiers quickly exited and took their places at the back, moving with practiced efficiency.


  But that wasn’t all. Another vehicle arrived, and this time, tall men and women emerged—the Grand Duke’s knights.


  “Wow, what the hell…” Michele muttered under her breath as she surveyed the long line. Leaving Diego and Rotan behind, she sprinted to the back of the queue, glaring at the soldiers ahead of her.


  “Hey! Only buy one bottle each, got it? Anyone caught buying two is in trouble! I see you all know how good the lady’s medicine is, huh?”


  As she barked at the soldiers, Michele glanced back to check on Diego and Rotan, but instead, she locked eyes with someone else—Eileen.


  Michele’s eyes widened, and she swallowed hard.


  “My lady…?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 120


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Michele and Eileen stared at each other for a moment, shock written across Eileen’s face. She knew well that Michele was a soldier with a fierce temperament.


  Typically, Michele maintained a polite demeanor around Eileen, speaking softly and using formal language. But now, for the first time, Eileen saw Michele behaving like a street thug.


  Eileen stood with her mouth agape, unsure how to respond. Michele, who had worked hard to uphold her composed facade in front of Eileen, suddenly felt exposed. She shot a glare at Senon, standing beside Eileen, silently cursing him with her eyes.


  Senon struggled to cover his mouth with his hand, trying to stifle his laughter. Rotan and Diego, having finally grasped the situation, bit their lips to hold back their own amusement.


  While everyone was wrestling with their laughter, Michele, like a malfunctioning toy soldier, awkwardly approached Eileen.


  “Uh, Madam, I mean… fancy meeting you here. What a… coincidence.”


  Michele was sweating nervously. Eileen, still in shock, finally found her voice.


  “Sir Michele…”


  “T-That… just now! I was a little startled! It was a mistake, I promise! You know how it is when someone gets surprised—some rough words just slip out, right?”


  Then Michele suddenly elbowed Senon in the side.


  “Brother Senon! If you were bringing Madam, you could have told me!”


  Senon, bewildered by being called “brother,” groaned in pain and crouched down, clutching his side as if it had been pierced.


  Ignoring Senon’s theatrics, Michele quickly redirected her attention to Eileen, putting on a pleading expression reminiscent of a forlorn kitten. She bent down to meet Eileen’s gaze.


  “I don’t normally act like that. Today, I was just worried and upset about not being able to get your medicine.”


  Like a kitten gently nudging with its paw, Michele lightly tugged at Eileen’s sleeve, gauging her reaction. Meanwhile, Rotan and Diego, having finally managed to suppress their laughter, approached to greet her.


  “Madam, you’ve arrived!”


  “We are truly honored to witness the creation of your new medicine,” Rotan said, giving a respectful bow while Diego pretended to stand in line.


  “I was planning to wait quietly and buy just one bottle as a keepsake. Just one.”


  At Diego’s comment, Michele’s eyes widened in disbelief as she stared at him.


  “Are you trying to make me look like the only fool here?”


  Unable to hold back her frustration, Michele snapped, then quickly realized her mistake and covered her mouth.


  “Ah, this is embarrassing. Please, forget I said that, Madam…”


  She once again donned her pitiful kitten eyes, but Eileen had already seen through it. With her eyes wide, Eileen let out a small giggle.


  Initially shocked, she now found Michele’s earnest efforts to impress her endearing. Eileen wasn’t afraid of Michele; she knew the soldier wasn’t truly a threatening figure.


  Seeing Eileen smile, Michele noticeably relaxed, as if she had narrowly escaped a perilous situation. With newfound confidence, she boasted, clearly pleased that Eileen favored her after all.


  “We should move to a different spot.”


  Rotan stepped forward, positioning himself to block Eileen from view. It was then that Eileen noticed the crowd’s attention had shifted toward them.


  The soldiers had already recognized Eileen’s identity but hadn’t approached, respecting the knights’ presence. Meanwhile, the people in line were curiously peeking at the commotion.


  Eileen fiddled with the glasses she hadn’t worn in a while. The knights, tall and striking, drew attention wherever they went. Even if Eileen could blend into a crowd on her own, escaping notice would be impossible with them by her side.


  Following Rotan’s suggestion, the knights decided that only one of them would escort Madam Eileen while the others remained in line.


  “You don’t have to stand in line; I can give you the medicine as a gift.”


  “No, Madam. It’s important that we buy it ourselves; it makes it meaningful and memorable.”


  Michele, filled with determination, clung closely to Eileen as she spoke.


  “So, you understand, right, brothers? You should buy mine too.”


  “Aren’t we supposed to draw straws for this?” Diego protested, but Michele hunched her tall frame and pretended to hide behind Eileen.


  “I need to score points with Madam today, so let it slide. Or you could go ahead and curse in front of her like a jerk too.”


  Her logic was irrefutable, leaving no room for argument. In the end, it was decided that Michele would escort Eileen. Smiling broadly, Michele led Eileen away, leaving the knights behind in line.


  “Let’s get out of here first.”


  As Michele guided her away, Eileen glanced back several times, still unable to believe the line of people waiting to buy the medicine she had made. It was a sight she could never have imagined back when she was crafting her remedies in a small corner room on the second floor of the inn.


  Eileen pinched her arm lightly to confirm it was real, only to be caught by Michele, who grinned as if she found it unbearably adorable.


  “Madam, I always knew a day like this would come.”


  While everything still felt like a dream to Eileen, Michele acted as though this moment was only natural.


  As they moved away from the crowded pharmacy into a quieter area, small groups of people who had purchased the medicine gathered, holding their paper bags and chatting. Among them were some soldiers, who immediately saluted Michele upon seeing her. With a big smile, she greeted them back.


  “Ah, yes, you’re doing well. Take a break and relax, will you?”


  The soldiers, briefly confused by her friendly tone, quickly spotted Eileen peeking out from behind Michele. Their expressions shifted to one of recognition.


  Even though Eileen wore her glasses, which she hadn’t used in a long time, the soldiers recognized her immediately. They had seen her like this for years, while Eileen now felt awkward in her glasses, fiddling nervously with her bangs.


  “Shall we grab a coffee at a café?” Michele hummed a tune as she led Eileen, walking side by side.


  “…Ah.”


  Suddenly, Michele let out a short sound. Her face turned blank for a moment as she stared at something, her nose wrinkling in irritation.


  “Ah, really.”


  She muttered in frustration, sounding as if she was cursing under her breath, then glanced around. Spotting a nearby group of soldiers, she waved her hand irritably.


  The soldiers, alarmed by her annoyed expression, rushed over and saluted again, each carrying paper bags from the pharmacy.


  Michele tapped one of the soldiers on the arm and made a series of hand signals. Eileen, unfamiliar with this form of communication, guessed it must be some kind of military code.


  After issuing her orders, Michele quickly wiped the irritation from her face and turned back to Eileen with a calm expression.


  “Madam, would you mind waiting here with these guys for just a moment?”


  “Is something wrong?”


  “Haha, no, nothing to worry about.”


  Michele reassured the anxious Eileen before stepping away. At first, she walked calmly, but once she was out of Eileen’s sight, she broke into a sprint.


  Dashing through the alleyways, Michele drew her gun from her waist. She swiftly disabled the safety, her finger poised on the trigger, and leapt over a fence, using one hand for balance. Her eyes gleamed with focus and determination.


  “You punks! Stop while I’m still being nice! I’m really busy today!”


  Though Michele didn’t know who these guys were, they clearly had some skills. Apparently, they had been trailing Grand Duchess Erzet after hearing about her outing, and Michele was ready to teach them a serious lesson—quick and harsh.


  Running like a wild horse, she came to an abrupt stop when she spotted a group of black-robed figures standing in the middle of the alley.


  “You should’ve stopped sooner. Now, time to get a beating…”


  “Michele.”


  The man at the front of the group pulled down his hood and called her name.


  “…Huh.”


  Michele almost dropped her gun. She quickly lowered her weapon as the man with dirty-blond hair smiled awkwardly. Heart pounding in her chest, Michele stammered, her voice trembling.


  “I greet the Imperator.”


  Standing before her was Leon, the Emperor of Traon.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 121


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  A faint cry echoed through the alley as Diego gently stroked the cat’s head with his large hands. The cat raised its tail high and rubbed against Diego’s leg.


  



  “This one’s the boss cat of Venu Street. Look at its paws and head—huge, aren’t they?”


  



  Diego boasted as if the cat were his own, proudly pointing out its oversized features. Lotan, who was nearby smoking, offered a gruff comment in his monotone voice: “Cute.”


  



  As Diego continued to pet the cat, which had rolled over in front of him to expose its belly, he soon found himself covered in fur.


  



  “Ah, damn.”


  



  Realizing he couldn’t face Eileen looking like a furball, Diego regretted his enthusiasm and began meticulously picking off the cat hair that clung to his uniform.


  



  The knights, with their striking appearances, were hard to miss even when they weren’t doing anything. To avoid drawing too much attention, it was decided that Senon would stand in line alone to buy the medicine.


  



  Lotan and Diego planned to join Eileen, but for now, they were on standby, waiting for Michele’s signal. Further action might be needed after confirming who was tailing Grand Duchess Erzet.


  



  What Eileen didn’t know was that the Erzet family had been facing various threats. After Cesare’s successful conquest of Kalpen, neighboring countries publicly congratulated him, but privately feared the implications. They were uncertain where the sword of the Traon Empire might strike next.


  



  While Cesare focused on eliminating Traon’s nobles one by one, these neighboring countries sent spies into the empire, causing the Erzet family no end of trouble. They even struggled to hire new staff due to the tense situation.


  



  Naturally, Eileen and Cesare were also targeted by numerous tails, most of which were dealt with by the knights. However, occasional incidents like today still occurred.


  



  “Lotan. My back.”


  



  Diego turned to Lotan, showing him his back. Lotan, cigarette between his lips, expertly removed the fur from Diego’s uniform. Diego, now holding his own cigarette, grumbled under his breath.


  



  “If those noble bastards had fired even a single shot in the war, we’d have half as many spies.”


  



  It infuriated him to watch the nobles indulge in money, women, and power while cooperating with the enemy instead of offering help.


  



  During the Kalpen campaign, the Traon Imperial Army hadn’t even received proper supplies. It was all due to the nobles’ interference, who refused to waste money on soldiers they deemed doomed and those working as spies for Kalpen. No one wanted to support the imperial army.


  



  Cesare had personally funded the campaign, but even then, the supply lines were so compromised that getting materials to the battlefield was nearly impossible. Only when victory was imminent did the nobles quietly begin to send supplies.


  



  Up until that point, the imperial army had survived purely on their faith in Cesare and their patriotism.


  



  “B@stards, every last one of them,” Lotan muttered before falling silent again. Diego, standing next to him, took a puff of his cigarette before suddenly speaking up.


  



  “Not long now. Shall we all go together this time? With Lady Eileen?”


  



  “Lady Eileen is busy. There’s no need to trouble her. I can manage alone.”


  



  “We want to go too.”


  



  Diego shrugged, mentioning that Eileen had already hinted she’d like to join, leaving Lotan to smoke in silence.


  



  Leaning against the alley wall, Diego turned slightly to face Lotan, blowing smoke into the air. He chuckled at Lotan’s scarred face, half-covered in burn marks, which contorted in response.


  



  “It’s just an excuse to gather, you know? For the anniversary. Lady Eileen, and us too.”


  



  Lotan remained silent but didn’t deny it. Confident that everyone would come together on the day, Diego made the decision without waiting for confirmation. Lotan nodded quietly, accepting the unspoken plan.


  



  “Hah, hah, damn… d@mn it…”


  



  Michele burst into the alley, practically rolling in, panting and mixing curses with each breath. Her face was pale and drenched in sweat.


  



  Before Lotan and Diego could ask what had happened, they instinctively drew their guns, loading them quickly and efficiently. Michele frantically waved them off.


  



  “No… put the guns away… d@mn it, no…”


  



  Barely managing to speak through her gasps, Michele squeezed out a few more words.


  



  “It was… the Emperor…”


  



  Hearing that unexpected name, Diego and Lotan’s eyes widened. Michele hastily explained her encounter with Leon.


  



  At first, she had been sure they were simply tailing Eileen. Her plan had been to confront them, hand them over to the soldiers, and then enjoy her time with Eileen.


  



  But what had appeared before her was none other than the Emperor of Traon, Leon, flanked by his personal guards. He greeted Michele with a wry smile and said:


  



  “I’d appreciate it if you could keep this a secret for now.”


  



  His tone was gentle, but it was unmistakably a command. Michele froze in place and instinctively responded.


  



  “That’s… impossible.”


  



  Only after speaking did she realize she had just refused a direct order from the Emperor. Panicked, she quickly tried to explain herself.


  



  “The, the report’s probably already been sent up… and His Grace the Duke…”


  



  “Ah, I see. Even though I’m the Emperor, of course, you would prioritize Cesare. I understand completely.”


  



  Leon sighed lightly and let Michele go. Confused about why the Emperor had been tailing the Grand Duchess, she immediately ran to her comrades.


  



  “We need to get Senon,” Lotan said decisively after hearing the story, quickly issuing orders to Diego and Michele.


  



  “You two, head back to Lady Eileen right away.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Michele had suddenly disappeared, leaving Eileen with the soldiers, who were all trying to maintain a cheerful and relaxed atmosphere.


  



  At first, the soldiers stood at attention, too tense and silent to say anything. Eileen, feeling awkward, kept fidgeting with her glasses, unsure how to break the ice. These weren’t soldiers she was familiar with, so starting a conversation felt daunting. However, remaining silent seemed rude, so she finally forced herself to speak.


  



  “Um, thank you for coming all the way to the pharmacy…”


  



  As soon as Eileen opened her mouth, the soldiers widened their eyes in unison.


  



  “Please, speak comfortably!”


  



  Their loud exclamation caught the attention of nearby people, and feeling self-conscious, Eileen quickly adjusted her tone.


  



  “Oh, um, thanks… for coming to buy the medicine…”


  



  Though her words were shy and hesitant, her expression of gratitude made the soldiers blush, each holding a paper bag of medicine. Seeing their embarrassed reactions, Eileen couldn’t help but blush as well, and for a moment, they all stood there awkwardly, blushing together.


  



  Eventually, it was the soldiers who spoke up first. A young soldier, looking sheepish, turned to Eileen and said, “We’ve been waiting ever since we heard about the new medicine you were creating, Your Grace.”


  



  Eileen was curious. These soldiers didn’t seem like they’d be particularly interested in medicine, nor did they have a direct connection to her. She wondered why they had been so eager to buy it, especially after waiting in line. Sensing her curiosity, the soldiers hesitantly revealed the truth.


  



  “Well… within the Imperial Army, Your Grace is considered a symbol of good luck. So, some of us bought the medicine as a sort of charm.”


  



  “A symbol of good luck?”


  



  This was news to Eileen. Despite spending years around soldiers, she had never heard of such a thing. She wanted to ask more, puzzled by how she had come to be seen this way, but before she could dig deeper, Diego and Michele suddenly appeared.


  



  Both knights were slightly out of breath, as if they had run to reach her. Their serious expressions set a tense mood behind Eileen. While she was still processing the shift in atmosphere, a man in a black robe slowly approached.


  



  Eileen’s eyes widened as she recognized him. The man, noticing her, tilted his hood back just enough to reveal his face.


  



  “Your Majesty…?”


  



  Eileen’s voice came out in shock, and Leone, the Emperor, gave a subtle smile, raising a finger to his lips to signal for her to remain quiet. Standing before her, he gazed down for a moment without speaking.


  



  “Do you have a moment?” he finally asked.


  



  Caught off guard by the Emperor’s sudden appearance, Eileen managed a shaky “Yes” as she struggled to find her voice. Leone extended his hand to her, and when Eileen took it, he gently led her away, speaking in a low voice.


  



  “Have you ever heard Cesare mention his mother?”


  



  Eileen didn’t quite grasp his question at first. Sensing the confusion in her eyes, Leone rephrased it slightly.


  



  “I mean, the mother of us twins.”


  



  The clarity of his words sent a fresh wave of surprise through Eileen.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 122


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare rarely spoke about his personal life, so Eileen had never heard him mention his mother.


  All she knew were the widely known stories: that his mother had caught the eye of the former emperor, had twins, was deeply superstitious, and ultimately took her own life. She had never thought to ask Cesare about it; the topic seemed too painful, and she feared that even bringing it up might wound him.


  While Eileen was being overly cautious, Leon, Cesare’s twin brother, was surprisingly open about their mother. Watching him speak so freely about such a sensitive topic left Eileen unsure of how to respond, so she treaded carefully.


  “I haven’t heard anything specific.”


  “As I suspected,” Leon said, quickening his pace slightly. Eileen had to match his stride, glancing back to see Diego and Michele trailing at a respectful distance. Their expressions were unreadable, but their sharp eyes suggested they were on high alert. Eileen thought their vigilance seemed excessive, considering Leon was Cesare’s twin and their superior. She couldn’t imagine him doing anything to harm her, yet the knights remained cautious.


  ‘Then again, this is a strange way to meet him.’


  It was indeed odd—meeting the Emperor not in the palace or at the Erzet estate, but unexpectedly on the street.


  ‘Perhaps… it wasn’t a coincidence after all.’


  Just as Eileen reached that realization, Leon confirmed it with his next words.


  “I apologize for startling you. I’ve been wanting to speak with you privately, but there’s never been an opportunity. As you know, we can hardly avoid attracting attention wherever we go. If we wanted to meet without anyone knowing, this was the only way.”


  Leon led Eileen down a quieter, more secluded street, away from the bustle of Venu. The road was uneven, flanked by worn-down walls and buildings that had clearly seen better days. No one would suspect that the two people walking there were the Emperor and the Grand Duchess.


  After a while, Leon spoke again, his voice casual yet probing.


  “Cesare took a feather from the Duke of Farbellini’s house—a lion’s feather. I heard he gave it to you as a gift.”


  Eileen recalled the large, golden feather that Senon had brought her. At the time, she had been preoccupied with other concerns and hadn’t properly thanked Cesare for it. While she had briefly considered it valuable when she first saw it in its glass case, it had slipped from her mind amidst everything else. It was probably still safely stored somewhere.


  ‘But it came from the Duke of Farbellini?’


  The relationship between Cesare and the Duke wasn’t exactly friendly, so it seemed unlikely the Duke had willingly parted with it. Cesare must have taken it by force. Eileen remembered Ornella’s visit, when she had angrily confronted her about something, and her heart sank.


  Why would Cesare go to such lengths, breaking into the Duke’s estate in the middle of the night just to take the feather? And why had he given it to her?


  Leon studied Eileen’s reaction intently. She noticed his watchful gaze but struggled to compose her expression.


  “That feather is said to come from a winged lion,” he explained, his tone steady.


  The winged lion was a mythical creature from the empire’s founding legends, something that belonged in ancient texts. Eileen blinked quickly at the mention of such a fantastical tale, and Leon continued.


  “You may not know, but our mother was quite childlike. She believed in astrology, fortune-telling, and all sorts of superstitions. It caused great hardship for Cesare and me as children. That’s why we both grew up disliking anything unscientific or irrational.”


  “…”


  “For Cesare to take an interest in a so-called feather from a legendary creature—one whose authenticity is dubious, no less—makes no sense, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Eileen’s heart sank. She had already guessed the reason Leon had sought her out.


  “Perhaps I should ask if it was at your request,” Leon said, his voice calm but probing. “It’s clear Cesare wouldn’t give me a proper answer if I asked him.”


  “I… I didn’t know. He just gave it to me as a gift… I didn’t realize what it was,” Eileen stammered, fumbling over her words. Leon suddenly stopped walking. The fabric of his robe, which had swayed with his stride, fell still. His gaze fixed intently on Eileen’s face. Trying to keep pace with him, she belatedly noticed his stare and swallowed nervously.


  Sensing her tension, Leon softened his tone, almost soothingly.


  “The daughter of the Duke of Farbellini is my fiancée. So, there’s a difficult situation for me to navigate.”


  Eileen froze, unable to respond. Silence stretched between them as Leon let out a faint, awkward chuckle.


  “Ah, I see. Perhaps I’ve been interrogating you too much. I should let the Grand Duchess go.”


  He pointed toward the end of the street, indicating they’d part ways when they reached the main road. Leon started walking again, this time at a slower pace, making it easier for Eileen to keep up.


  Eileen debated internally whether to invite Leon to continue their conversation, but before she could decide, he gently squeezed her hand—the one he had been holding to escort her—and then let it go in a playful manner.


  “I didn’t plan on having a long conversation anyway. And besides, it seems your knights wouldn’t allow it,” Leon remarked with a light chuckle.


  He then asked, seemingly casually, “Do you know what the word *Imperator*—what the Emperor is often called—originally meant?”


  Though he spoke in a joking tone, Eileen felt a cold blade pierce her chest.


  “I believe it meant ‘supreme commander,’” she answered hesitantly.


  “Yes, the commander of the military was the Emperor, so the term *Imperator* became synonymous with the role. Though, of course, it’s no longer quite the same.”


  Leon continued to smile, but Eileen couldn’t return the gesture. His words felt like a veiled criticism, as though he were implying that Cesare’s knights did not acknowledge him as Emperor.


  As Eileen’s expression darkened once again, Leon tilted his head slightly, puzzled by her reaction.


  “There’s no need to take it so seriously. It was just a joke,” he reassured her, but her anxiety lingered. She stammered a response.


  “I-I’m sorry. I was worried I might have made a mistake…”


  “There’s no need to apologize. But tell me, why are you dressed like this today? Was it to keep your outing a secret? It’s certainly effective—no one would guess you’re the Grand Duchess like this. You don’t always dress like this, do you?”


  “No, not usually…”


  “I didn’t think my brother would be the type to care about the Grand Duchess’s attire.”


  A new voice interrupted Eileen mid-sentence. She and Leon turned toward the end of the street, where Cesare stood, making his way into the alley.


  Though impeccably dressed in his uniform, the worn, dirty surroundings seemed to suit him strangely well. His sharp red eyes locked onto Leon’s.


  “Is there any reason for you two to meet in secret? It would look more suspicious if anyone found out, don’t you think?”


  Without waiting for an answer, Cesare gently grabbed Eileen by the arm, pulling her close. In one swift motion, she transitioned from standing next to Leon to being wrapped in Cesare’s protective embrace.


  “Don’t you think so, brother?” Cesare asked, his voice cool and direct. Leon let out a resigned laugh.


  “This is exactly why.”


  Leon shook his head with an exasperated smile.


  “You make it impossible to have a proper conversation. I have no choice but to resort to methods like this.”


  Still held close by Cesare, Eileen watched as he regarded his brother silently. Leon didn’t shy away from the prolonged stare, patiently waiting. It was Leon who eventually broke the silence.


  “Even your knights don’t trust me, Cesare.”


  Leon smiled gently, as if what he was about to say were some kind of absurd joke.


  “It feels strange. Almost as if… you consider me an enemy.”


  His voice, calm and composed, carried a quiet gravity.
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  A chilling silence settled around them, a dry, gritty tension sinking into the air like shifting sand. Eileen felt paralyzed, her breath caught in her chest. She wanted to faint after hearing the Emperor’s words, but somehow, Leon continued speaking as though nothing were out of the ordinary.


  “Strange, isn’t it?” Leon remarked lightly, adjusting his hood back over his head. He tugged it down just enough so only Cesare and Eileen could see his eyes.


  “If I startled you today, my apologies. Let’s meet again in the Imperial Palace.”


  With a final nod to Eileen, Leon turned his gaze toward Cesare. “You’ll bring the Duchess with you, yes? Play a song for me on the piano when you arrive.”


  Then, without another word, he swept past Cesare toward the main road, his guards following silently until they vanished from sight.


  Diego and Michele, who had been keeping a careful distance, approached quickly, their faces pale and stunned, mirroring Eileen’s own reaction. As she struggled to steady her breath, she turned to look up at Cesare. His long lashes cast a shadow over his eyes, which seemed distant—as if lost in a memory. Realizing her gaze, he looked at her and murmured softly.


  “My brother…”


  His lips moved slowly, and Eileen caught the faintest trace of meaning in his words.


  “…he’s the one person who would die for me.”


  With a gloved hand, Cesare tousled Eileen’s hair. His eyes lingered on her behind his glasses, his voice barely audible as he muttered, almost to himself.


  “From the beginning… was that the problem?”


  The words escaped him like fragments of a half-formed thought, cryptic and unresolved. Cesare offered no further explanation.


  “Cesare…” Eileen called his name hesitantly.


  Cesare turned to look at her, then reached out to smooth her disheveled hair once more. Normally, his touch would bring her comfort, but this time, it only deepened her unease.


  Did the Emperor seem displeased because of me?


  She couldn’t make sense of the situation, but the thought that she might be the cause of all this turmoil weighed heavily on her heart. Dread crept up, and she felt on the verge of tears.


  “Eileen.”


  “Yes…?”


  “Did you see the pharmacy?”


  “Oh, the pharmacy.”


  Eileen nodded enthusiastically at Cesare’s question, eager for something to focus on that didn’t involve the heavy atmosphere around them.


  “I didn’t go inside, but I saw the line from a distance.”


  “You should see the inside, too.”


  “But the line is so long…”


  Eileen admitted with a slight shrug that she hadn’t had the patience to wait. Cesare’s eyes twinkled with the faintest amusement at her words.


  “I’ll go with you, then. I’d been meaning to go myself.”


  With Cesare beside her, the crowd would likely part like waves. But Eileen hesitated, her thoughts still tangled in the moment. She mumbled uncertainly.


  “Like… like this?”


  Leon’s voice echoed in her thoughts:  


  “You don’t walk around like this all the time, do you?”


  Even Eileen, who often failed to notice such things, understood what he meant. Her glasses and slightly messy bangs gave her a look that hardly seemed appropriate for the Duchess she was supposed to be. She hurriedly began to push back her bangs and remove her glasses, but Cesare gently caught her hand.


  “Why? You look cute with glasses on,” he said casually, as if it were no big deal. Eileen’s cheeks flushed. If he liked it, maybe it wasn’t so bad to leave it for a while.


  It’s not like a little touch-up will turn me into a princess, she thought. Even if she fixed her hair and took off her glasses, she still felt like a “mud-stained potato” next to Cesare. Quietly, she lowered her bangs again.


  Cesare continued to smile at her, clearly amused by her reaction. Diego, who had approached, grinned and added, “It’s been a while since I’ve seen Madam in glasses.”


  Then he took the lead, speaking with authority. “Lotan and Senon are likely by the pharmacy. There are soldiers nearby, too. We’ll head over and explain the situation ahead of time.”


  Michele, following behind, winked at Eileen as she passed, making her smile despite herself. The tension and anxiety from her encounter with Leon began to fade, like a storm passing.


  Cesare wrapped his arm around her waist, guiding her toward the pharmacy as they walked together. After a moment, he asked, his voice light,  


  “You haven’t asked me today?”


  “Asked… what?” Eileen replied, her voice a little unsure.


  “If I’m busy.”


  “Oh…”


  Eileen fidgeted, clasping her hands nervously in front of her.


  “I mean… I know you’re probably busy, but I wanted to show you the pharmacy, since you funded everything, after all. So, I thought I’d be a little greedy…” She glanced up at Cesare as she spoke, feeling a little self-conscious.


  Cesare tilted his head slightly toward her, a faint smile playing at the corners of his lips.


  “I see. I had planned to pretend to meet you by chance, but the timing didn’t quite work out.”


  His breath stirred her bangs, momentarily clearing her view. Cesare’s grin deepened, playful and teasing.


  “This isn’t so bad, either, is it?”


  Eileen’s heart skipped a beat at his boyish smile. She quickly nodded, murmuring a soft “yes.” He responded with a quiet chuckle, the sound light and warm.


  As they walked together, the two of them soon arrived at the pharmacy, which was once again teeming with people. But this time, the atmosphere was far from orderly.


  Both the staff trying to manage the line and the people waiting were murmuring in confusion, exchanging worried glances.


  The cause of the commotion became immediately apparent: A man stood near the entrance, holding a medicine bottle aloft, shouting loudly enough for the entire street to hear.


  “This is outrageous! The Duchess must have threatened the pharmacist with her power!”


  People turned to stare at the man, who shook the bottle in the air angrily, his voice carrying over the crowd.


  “This is the medicine that young pharmacist made!” he shouted, his indignation clear.


  Eileen’s eyes widened in shock, and she gasped softly.


  The man shouting was Luca, a watchmaker who lived on the main street. He wore a monocle, which was now askew, and his mustache trembled with outrage.


  Luca was a regular customer of Eileen’s, often purchasing her headache medicine. Now, with the Duchess selling medicine on the main street, it seemed he’d bought a bottle out of curiosity. But upon inspecting it, he’d noticed that, aside from the slightly different packaging, it was identical to the headache remedy Eileen used to make. To him, it must have appeared that the Duchess was taking advantage of a powerless, impoverished pharmacist, passing off their product as her own—especially since Eileen’s workshop had been closed for a time, which only fueled that assumption.


  “No matter how much of a hero the Grand Duke is for saving the Empire, to resort to such cowardly, dishonorable tactics…” Luca’s voice rose in righteous fury. But then, suddenly, he stopped mid-sentence.


  His eyes widened in shock as he spotted Eileen and Cesare standing together. He blinked and looked back and forth between the two, his face incredulous.


  Though Luca had never seen Cesare in person, he had caught a glimpse of their wedding photo in La Verità. Even without knowing the man personally, it was impossible not to recognize the strikingly handsome figure in an imperial uniform, adorned with medals and ribbons, with dark hair and piercing crimson eyes.


  Luca’s jaw dropped as he looked from Eileen to Cesare, his voice faltering as he stammered,  


  “Wait… is that… the Duchess and the Grand Duke?”


  “…Eileen?”


  Eileen nodded awkwardly, her hand half-raised as if to step forward and explain. But Cesare’s arm remained firmly around her waist, holding her in place. His voice was laced with an almost amused tone as he addressed Luca.


  “And who do you think you are, speaking my wife’s name so freely?”
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  Luca blinked, struggling to process the words “my wife” that had just left the Duke’s mouth.


  He knew the Grand Duchess of Erzet was named Eileen, but he’d dismissed the coincidence, assuming it was a common name. After all, Eileen wasn’t unique—there could easily be others with the same name.


  The idea that the Duchess—the elegant and powerful Grand Duchess of Erzet—and the humble, impoverished pharmacist selling small remedies on the second floor of a rundown inn were the same person seemed utterly absurd.


  Luca recalled the photo of the Duke and Duchess he had glimpsed in the newspaper—the famously striking Duke of Erzet and his equally breathtaking wife, who seemed like the perfect match for him. He had scoffed at the admiration others expressed for the Duchess’s beauty, dismissing the stories that painted her as a fairy or a lily. Yet, standing before him now, was the very Eileen he knew, though in an entirely different light.


  Still in disbelief, Luca watched Eileen anxiously as she smoothed her bangs aside and carefully removed her glasses. As her face came into full view, his eyes widened in shock. His mouth opened and closed silently as if struggling to form words. Then, without warning, he dropped to his knees in the dirty, crowded street, his monocle slipping from his eye but going unnoticed in his haste.


  “I… I beg your forgiveness…” He trembled, hunched low as if he were kneeling in the cold of winter. Eileen froze, startled by the sudden and dramatic display.


  In hindsight, Luca’s reaction was understandable. He had insulted the Grand Duchess, spoken her name casually, and dared to accuse her of dishonorable actions—all in the presence of the Grand Duke himself. For Luca, a humble watchmaker, these were unthinkable transgressions.


  Cesare looked down at the man kneeling at his feet with the faint, detached indifference of someone who had witnessed this kind of scene many times before.


  Seeing his husband’s unbothered expression, Eileen felt an uncomfortable twinge of sympathy for Luca—and a growing sense of helplessness. She opened her mouth to intervene, but Cesare’s firm grip around her waist kept her rooted in place. It was as though the simple act of stepping forward was now beyond her control.


  She looked up at Cesare, her eyes pleading, but unsure of how to put her thoughts into words. Cesare met her gaze, fully aware of her intentions, yet deliberately pretending not to understand.


  With a hand on his arm, Eileen asked softly, “Can’t you forgive him?”


  Cesare’s response was brief and direct. “Why?”


  She had several reasons ready: Luca had been a loyal customer, his accusations had come from a place of misunderstanding, and he certainly hadn’t meant any harm. But Cesare likely already knew all of this. After all, Cesare knew almost everything about Eileen. If he was still asking, it must mean he wanted to hear something more specific.


  Eileen wracked her brain, searching for the right words—those that might appeal to him, the words that seemed to resonate with him recently. She recalled the moments when she’d seen him smile, the words that had made him pause and soften his expression. Finally, she found the right phrase. Holding his hand with both of hers, she looked up at him and said, “It’s a request from your wife.”


  Cesare’s eyes widened in surprise before he let out a soft laugh. His uncharacteristic laughter rippled through the crowd, drawing a few curious looks, but to Eileen, it was exactly the response she’d hoped for. There was a quiet satisfaction in knowing she had chosen the perfect answer.


  “A request from my wife—how could I refuse?” Cesare said with a smile, his voice low but warm.


  With that faint, lingering smile, Cesare turned his attention back to Luca, who now looked years older in a matter of minutes. “Be more careful in the future.”


  Eileen felt Cesare’s grip finally release, and without hesitation, she hurried over to Luca, who was still kneeling in the street.


  “Luca…”


  Remembering that Luca had trouble with his knees, Eileen grew even more concerned as she saw him kneeling on the cold stone. She instinctively reached out to offer him a hand, but Luca, with surprising determination, clambered to his feet on his own. He bowed repeatedly, murmuring his gratitude for being spared. His words, though meant to show respect, left Eileen with an unexpected heaviness. She realized that, after today, they would likely never speak so freely again.


  As his words slowed, Eileen quietly asked, “Your headaches… are they any better?”


  The question seemed to snap Luca back to himself. He blinked, looking at her as if seeing her anew. Eileen hesitated but pressed on in a soft voice, “I’ll keep leaving the medicine with the innkeeper, so you can still pick it up there. Let me know if anything worsens. Oh, and thank you again for helping with the watch gift. And…”


  She wanted to say more—wanted to comfort him or offer reassurance—but she couldn’t find the words. Instead, she held her emotions in check and offered a simple farewell. “Thank you.”


  Luca’s eyes glistened with tears, and they welled up at the corners, his voice barely a whisper. “No, thank you, my lady.”


  Eileen quickly handed him her handkerchief, which he accepted gratefully, dabbing at his eyes like a child. She wanted to stay by his side until the tears subsided, but the weight of the gazes around them was too much. The watchful crowd, the curious onlookers, were too many.


  With a heavy heart, Eileen turned away, walking back to Cesare. He waited for her with a calm smile, his presence offering a comforting contrast to the emotional storm she had just weathered. Without a word, he naturally took her hand in his as she approached.


  Under the weight of so many eyes upon them, Eileen once again felt the reality of her position settle over her—she was the Grand Duchess of Erzet now. The weight of that truth pressed on her chest, mingling with a quiet sense of loss she wasn’t sure how to reconcile.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Cesare quickly dispersed the crowd gathered outside the pharmacy with characteristic efficiency: he simply offered to provide the medicine for free. He announced that anyone who didn’t receive their dose that day could return the next day to collect it. “It’s a gift from the Duke himself,” he said, smiling warmly. The people, delighted to see the Duke and Duchess in person, accepted the gesture with gratitude and dispersed without complaint.


  Once the street had quieted, soldiers took their positions around the area, standing vigilant as Cesare and Eileen moved inside the pharmacy to explore.


  Eileen glanced around in awe. The shelves were nearly empty, but the sight of the space itself was enough to leave her in wonder.


  *This is my pharmacy,* she thought, her heart swelling as she took in the room. The shop’s bright, inviting decor resembled more of a luxury boutique than a humble dispensary, especially with the Erzet family crest proudly displayed on the walls.


  Despite the opulent surroundings, the medicines were priced fairly for the average citizen. People could walk in, buy a remedy at an affordable price, and leave feeling as though they had just purchased something elegant and refined.


  *The sturdy glass bottles could be repurposed too,* she mused, admiring the smooth maple shelves that lined the walls. The craftsmanship was evident in every detail, from the polished surfaces to the careful arrangement of products.


  Just then, she heard the soft click of Cesare opening his pocket watch.


  “This was sold by that watchmaker, wasn’t it?” he asked, examining the watch Eileen had gifted him with a look of genuine pleasure.


  Eileen’s surprise was clear on her face, and Cesare noticed, giving her a playful look.


  “Did you think I’d thrown it away?”


  “No, it’s not that… I just didn’t expect you to carry it with you.”


  “You told me it was a precious gift, didn’t you, Eileen?”


  As he spoke, she remembered their conversation.


  “Once, I had a watch just like this. It was a keepsake of a condemned man.”


  Back then, his words had been cryptic. But now, Eileen felt a strange sense of understanding.


  She couldn’t possibly know why, yet it was there.


  Despite Cesare’s disdain for anything unscientific, Eileen couldn’t hold back the question. She hesitated, but the words left her mouth.


  “By any chance…”


  Cesare’s crimson eyes locked onto hers. His gaze was steady, unreadable, as if he was waiting for something—waiting for her to ask exactly what was on her mind.


  Eileen wasn’t sure what he expected to hear, but she knew her question would sound absurd. Even so, she couldn’t stop herself from asking.


  “Have you… died before?”
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  The impulsive words that had escaped Eileen’s lips carried more weight than she’d intended. She hadn’t blurted them out without reason; there were too many mysteries surrounding Cesare and the strange remarks he’d let slip.


  Eileen prided herself on having a sharp memory, especially when it came to anything involving Cesare. He had once mentioned that the watch she’d given him was identical to a keepsake from a condemned man. But that watch had been a custom order, one she’d placed through Luca, making it impossible for another condemned man to possess the same one. That was just one of the many peculiarities, though.


  He’s said and done strange things more times than I can count, she thought.


  She recalled the moment Cesare had clasped his hands around her neck, handling her with unnerving ease, as if he’d done it countless times before. Perhaps, she wondered, she’d died in his dreams in more ways than one—sometimes as a prisoner, sometimes by his own hand.


  Cesare wouldn’t be easily shaken by a single dream… but if it were a recurring nightmare?


  Though it felt like a stretch, the possibility tugged at her. Cesare had witnessed horrors on the battlefield, and no doubt, there were far darker memories haunting his nights. Still, a nagging certainty lingered within her—that her death somehow haunted him in those dreams.


  This certainty felt as clear as when she’d first noticed his flawless hands—unmarked by scars or wounds, despite everything he’d been through. That clarity gave her the courage to ask.


  Cesare, however, offered no answer. He simply watched her intently, waiting as if expecting her to continue. Eileen, feeling the weight of his gaze, finally spoke up.


  “So… I mean, in your dreams, not in real life. If it were real, you wouldn’t be here now…”


  The silence between them was thick, so heavy that even the ticking of his pocket watch seemed to echo in the room. Under the weight of his crimson gaze, Eileen began to falter, her eyes dropping as she turned away—until Cesare’s voice cut through the quiet, low and deliberate.


  “What if it wasn’t just a dream?”


  For a fleeting moment, her thoughts stilled. Cesare slipped the watch back into his coat pocket and then opened his arms. Without thinking, Eileen stepped into his embrace, as if drawn by some unspoken force. His gloved hands were cool against her skin as he gently cupped her face. The closeness was both comforting and unnerving, and she inhaled sharply, her lips parting in a soft, surprised gasp.


  Cesare’s face drew nearer, and in his red eyes, Eileen saw something dark and playful flicker—an unsettling glint that held her gaze with an intensity she couldn’t quite place.


  “What if… everything I’ve said to you, everything you’ve experienced, was real?”


  His hands slid slowly down to her throat, and he gripped her neck, his thumbs pressing lightly against her skin. The touch wasn’t enough to choke her, but she could feel her breath catch in her chest, the weight of his words settling over her like a shadow.


  Cesare’s voice, low and calm, filled the space between them. “What if I once watched your head fall to the guillotine? Or…” His grip tightened slightly, enough to make her breath hitch. “What if I strangled you with my own hands?”


  Even as Eileen’s breathing quickened, Cesare’s hands remained firmly around her throat. His face inched closer, so close she could feel his breath against her lips.


  “If I killed you myself,” he murmured, his words drifting over her skin.


  Eileen’s lashes fluttered as she fought to steady herself. Her body trembled, and every instinct screamed for her to pull away, to run. But she forced herself to focus on the question at hand, wrestling with the right response. She had no way of knowing what Cesare wanted to hear, so she chose honesty.


  “I think… I’d want to know why you went through such things.”


  Eileen took a deep breath, inhaling the scent that clung to him—a mix of gunpowder, cologne, and faint traces of blood. It should have unsettled her, but instead, it had a strangely calming effect. Her hands, still trembling, lightly gripped his sleeve, grounding her in the moment.


  Her voice was soft but firm as she continued, “I’d find out the cause so you’d never have to endure it again.”


  She wanted to take away whatever pain haunted him—whether it was born from dreams, reality, or something darker she couldn’t yet comprehend. No matter the form, she wanted him free of it.


  Cesare’s lips twisted into a crooked smile before he crushed his mouth against hers. The kiss was nothing like his usual gentle caresses; it was raw, hungry, as if he were trying to consume her. Eileen wanted to close her eyes, but the fiery red gaze fixed on her held her captive.


  Her lips and tongue stung as his teeth nipped and bit without mercy. It wasn’t until he finally pulled back that she realized her lips throbbed, marked with faint impressions of his teeth.


  Cesare licked his lips, smirking as he watched her gasp for air, her face flushed. Reaching out, he traced her swollen lips with his gloved fingers, sending a shiver down her spine.


  Without releasing her, Cesare wrapped her in his arms, his touch unexpectedly gentle as he smoothed the disheveled strands of her hair. His breath was warm against her ear as he murmured, his voice laced with dark intensity, “That’s why, Eileen… you’re my nightmare.”


  The words pierced her chest, freezing her in place, their cold weight settling deep in her heart.


  “If I’ve done anything, even just a little, to make you suffer…” she stammered, her voice trembling as she searched for the right words, her mind reeling.


  Her mind went blank with fear, leaving her stammering awkwardly. “Tell me, and I’ll… I’ll change…”


  But he silenced her with another fierce kiss, his hands exploring her as his grip tightened over her chest. She whimpered, but the sound was swallowed as he pressed closer, his fingers skillfully finding sensitive spots through her clothing.


  Her head swam, and she struggled to find clarity amidst the haze of his touch, gasping, “Cesare, please, just a moment…”


  But he was relentless, hands deftly loosening the laces of her dress. Her clothing slipped, and before she realized it, her shoulders and chest were exposed to his hungry gaze.


  Startled, Eileen met Cesare’s eyes, wide with shock. He buried his face against her skin, kissing and nipping as if marking every inch of her. His teeth grazed the tender skin of her neck, sending waves of electricity through her as he left reddened marks on her pale flesh.


  Finally, he pulled away, his breath heavy as he looked down at her, his expression unreadable. Resting his head against her chest, a calm seemed to settle over him, his earlier intensity giving way to a weary stillness. After a long silence, he spoke.


  “Eileen…”


  “Yes…?”


  “Eileen…” He repeated her name like a prayer, and she found herself answering him softly each time.


  At last, he whispered, “Calling you a nightmare… that was a mistake.”


  She held her breath.


  “But don’t worry, Eileen,” he murmured, his voice barely audible as he met her gaze. “This time, it’ll be different.”
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  The obsidian-black piano gleamed under the sunlight streaming through the large window, its polished surface reflecting a rich, dark shine. Crafted by master artisans from distant lands, the instrument’s exceptional sound justified its considerable value.


  Leon loved watching his younger brother play. In the hands of a gifted musician, the piano became a voice like no other. The piano room in the Imperial Palace existed solely for Cesare. Leon, who knew his brother’s skill could have made him a renowned pianist, often wished Cesare would play more often.


  Standing in the sunlight, Leon took slow, measured steps toward the piano. He lingered for an absurdly long time before finally reaching it.


  “…”


  He stood there for a moment, simply gazing down at the instrument, before he reached out. As his fingers brushed against the piano lid, he froze, as though caught in the act of something forbidden.


  With a forceful breath, Leon lifted the lid, revealing the neat arrangement of black and white keys. He sat down, and as his fingers hovered over the keys, a shiver ran through him—a sharp, subtle fear flickering in his chest. To shake it off, he pressed a key. The note rang out clearly, filling the room. Encouraged, Leon pressed more keys, slowly piecing together a simple melody. His confidence grew as he moved on to a piece Cesare often played.


  Though his fingers, stiff from disuse, stumbled over the keys and missed notes, he kept playing. He barely registered the mistakes. All that mattered was the act of playing.


  Leon had always longed to play the piano, but he had chosen the violin instead, knowing that Cesare’s talent was unmatched. He had convinced himself that it was better to accompany his brother on the violin, rationalizing that Cesare’s longer fingers made him more suited to the piano.


  Watching Cesare play filled Leon with pride, and every compliment directed at his brother felt like a reflection of his own worth. Cesare, capable and perfect, was his pride and joy. Yet, beneath this genuine pride, a different, quieter emotion stirred—one he had tried to bury long ago: a sense of inferiority.


  Leon had long managed to suppress these feelings with brotherly love, redirecting them to care for Cesare, who had grown up without a mother’s affection. In return, Cesare had given him boundless loyalty and devotion. Together, they had risen to rule Traon—Leon on the throne, Cesare by his side as Grand Duke. It was rare, almost unheard of, for siblings in the imperial palace, where fratricide and betrayal were common, to hold such titles and work together in harmony. People often spoke of them as rare siblings, bound by a love deeper than politics or power.


  But despite this outward harmony, they were never equals. Leon had always known that he stood in Cesare’s shadow, and others sensed that unspoken hierarchy as well. He’d never questioned it—how could he, when Cesare was godlike in his perfection? It was only natural for a mere mortal like him to fall short.


  He was content to be the one who knew Cesare best, his twin. That alone should have been enough. So why did this nagging dissatisfaction persist?


  “Haa… haa…”


  By the time the last note faded, Leon was drenched in cold sweat, his breath coming in ragged gasps. His eyes were wide, staring blankly at the keys, his hands still resting motionless on them.


  A blemish had appeared on his once-flawless brother.


  What had started as a minor flaw had grown impossible to ignore. Cesare, it seemed, was merely human after all—vulnerable to irrationality, to mistakes, to the sway of trivial emotions. Leon’s irritation simmered, a storm waiting to break.


  Had Cesare chosen the Lady of the House of Farbellini, a match befitting his station, instead of marrying beneath him, perhaps none of this would have happened.


  Perhaps he should have stopped Cesare when his younger brother first proposed such an unlikely match. When Leon had cautiously raised the issue in the past, Cesare had dismissed it, claiming he had no interest in the woman. At the time, it had been a relief. But now, things had changed.


  Leon glared at the piano, his eyes bloodshot. After a long moment, he rose from the bench and left the room, his footsteps quickening as he walked through the palace corridors, almost as if fleeing from something.


  The sunlight streaming in from behind cast a long shadow that stretched before him as he slipped into the darker hallways of the palace.


  As he rounded a corner, he froze.


  There, standing directly in front of him, was a figure with hair as black as the ebony piano.


  “Brother.”


  Cesare’s voice was soft, even. Leon’s lips parted slightly.


  “…Cesare.”


  A flicker of curiosity appeared in Cesare’s eyes as he took in Leon’s disheveled, sweat-soaked appearance. Only then did Leon remember the state he was in. He quickly wiped his face with a handkerchief, forcing a smile.


  Cesare watched him in silence, his gaze steady and unreadable. Finally, he spoke.


  “I heard piano music.”


  “Oh, I thought I’d play for a change… It gets lonely without you here, so I thought I’d give it a try.” Leon deflected quickly, trying to mask the turmoil behind a casual tone. “It’s a shame to leave such an expensive instrument unused.”


  Cesare continued to observe him closely, his expression soft but penetrating. Then, with a slight tilt of his head and a calmness that bordered on innocence, he spoke again.


  “Would you like me to play? Anything you want to hear.”


  On any other day, Leon would have eagerly accepted Cesare’s offer, perhaps even joked about his own luck. But today, he didn’t want to hear his brother play. His fingers still tingled with a strange discomfort from the brief time he’d spent at the piano.


  He clenched and unclenched his hands, trying to steady himself as he approached Cesare.


  “You must be tired. It’s fine for today.” He paused, then added more seriously, “Is everything ready?”


  “More or less.”


  After dealing with Marquis Menegin, the former president of the Upper House, Cesare had been quietly purging the ranks of influential nobles from the shadows. He had already removed those who could be eliminated without causing a public scandal.


  Now, only the most formidable targets remained, and Count Bonapart was next. A member of the Senate and one of the most powerful figures in Traon’s political landscape, Count Bonapart was a target Cesare had merely informed Leon of, without giving much explanation for his reasons or methods.


  At first, Leon had assumed Cesare was eliminating threats to the imperial family. But when Cesare began targeting loyalists, those who had long been allied with the throne, Leon had tried to intervene. Yet Cesare had continued his silent purge without hesitation. It was as if the brother he once knew was slipping further and further away from him.


  “It will happen during the royal hunt, so be aware,” Cesare said, his tone matter-of-fact.


  A shiver of unease ran through Leon, but he forced himself to keep his expression neutral.


  “Brother…”


  Cesare stepped closer, his voice dropping to a quiet, probing tone. “Why did you do it?”


  Leon knew exactly what Cesare was referring to—the unapproved visit he had made to see Eileen. Leon’s lips curled into a faint, ironic smile.


  “I told you, didn’t I? I wasn’t even allowed to speak to her.”


  A pang of guilt and frustration twisted in his chest, and a surge of heat ran through him, making his pulse quicken.


  He forced himself to steady his breath before speaking again, his voice sharp, the words slipping out with more intensity than he had intended.


  “Let me ask you something, Cesare.”


  His brother looked at him, calm and expectant, but Leon could see the subtle tightening in his jaw, the slight narrowing of his eyes.


  “Are all these strange actions of yours because of her?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 127


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  He had hoped Cesare would say no—that there were reasons of his own he simply hadn’t shared yet. Leon had wanted his brother to deny it without hesitation. But no response came.


  Instead, Cesare only narrowed his long eyes, locking Leon in his gaze.


  Then, a sudden, thunderous realization struck Leon.


  It’s all because of Eileen.


  A twin’s instinct left no room for doubt. As his suspicion solidified into truth, Leon’s face stiffened. His voice turned sharp, laced with accusation.


  “The feather of the lion… Why on earth? Why provoke the House of Farbellini for that worthless feather?”


  Leon knew the royal family had arranged a marriage with the Farbellini, making Cesare’s late-night raid utterly incomprehensible. He’d heard that the Grand Duke’s house had initially antagonized the Grand Duchess, but such a public display from Cesare was out of character. Leon couldn’t understand why his brother would make such an uncharacteristic move.


  Stealing something like the lion’s feather—an item that would appeal more to a child than to Cesare, who was usually so cool-headed and strategic—seemed beyond reason.


  The memories of their mother’s relentless, grueling treatment still felt fresh. Cesare’s sudden interest in legends felt like a betrayal. Had he forgotten all they’d endured together? The hardships they’d survived by leaning on each other?


  Dizzy from the storm of emotions swirling inside him, Leon barely recognized his own feelings. And as his frustration continued to rise, Cesare remained silent—watching him with unnervingly calm eyes, as if weighing Leon’s outburst on some invisible scale.


  As he stared into his brother’s crimson eyes, an unsettling thought struck Leon—one he couldn’t ignore, no matter how absurd it seemed.


  All the love he had poured into Cesare, even the way he had tried to transform his own feelings of inferiority into affection… Perhaps it had all been a survival instinct.


  Brother,” Cesare said quietly, breaking through Leon’s spiraling thoughts.


  “I took the feather because I needed it,” Cesare continued. “As for the Farbellini family, they may have secured a marriage alliance, but it will not last. They are too greedy.”


  Leon bit his lip, trying to steady the tremor in his voice.


  “…You’re right.”


  “And, Leon.” Cesare’s use of his name was rare—he usually called him brother. Leon looked at him, his gaze faltering, as if he had forgotten how to breathe.


  “We may be twins,” Cesare murmured, his crimson eyes taking in Leon’s slight shiver, “but we are not the same person.”


  “Don’t act like the former emperor.”


  The words hung in the air, sounding like a final warning—a chance to turn back..


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The Grand Duchess of Erzet’s new medicine, Aspiria, has quickly become a must-have for those eager to stay on top of the latest trends in the capital.


  A bottle bearing the grand duchy’s crest—who could resist such a symbol of status? Even those with no need for medicine are snapping it up, simply for the prestige.


  But what’s truly surprising is that Aspiria isn’t just a fashionable trinket.


  Many—including myself—had little expectation of its effectiveness. Yet, to our astonishment, Aspiria has proven far more potent than initially advertised.


  Not only does it relieve headaches, but it also seems to ease colds and other common ailments, earning praise from all levels of society.


  Perhaps, just as the Duke predicted when asked by reporters, this medicine may indeed have a far-reaching impact.


  This past weekend, the Duke and Duchess visited the pharmacy together, proudly flaunting their affection for one another…


  Eileen set the magazine down, her fingers still absently turning its pages. Despite the enthusiastic praise being heaped on Aspiria, she felt no joy. Her mind was heavy, her thoughts elsewhere.


  She’d come to a troubling realization: Cesare had a habit of silencing uncomfortable topics with embraces or kisses.


  Until now, she had never noticed this pattern. There had been few occasions when he needed to stop her from speaking, and when he did, it was often with such tenderness that she never thought to question it. But now, seeing it for what it was, she felt a mixture of elation and unease. Discovering this new side of him brought her a sense of clarity, but also a certain distance.


  “You’re my nightmare, Eileen.”


  Cesare’s words echoed in her mind, a refrain she couldn’t shake. Though he quickly brushed it off as a slip of the tongue, the weight of the statement had already settled deep in her heart.


  The idea that she might be a “nightmare” to him gnawed at her. She tried to reassure herself that he hadn’t meant it in the way it lingered in her mind, but the sting remained. For the first time, she felt unsure of how to act around him—what to say, how to smile.


  So, without fully realizing it, she began to distance herself from Cesare.


  Eileen’s movements were confined to the estate, leaving little space to hide from the world. But the Grand Duke of Traon was a busy man, and she had found ways to avoid him. She could lock herself away in the laboratory for hours or retreat to bed early, giving him little opportunity to find her.


  The same Eileen who had once lingered around the dining hall or his office, who fought off sleep just to see him, now focused solely on her experiments.


  As Aspiria gained popularity, Eileen was determined to finish her work on *Morpheus* as soon as possible, knowing it could serve as a shield against any controversy that might arise.


  “If I can produce Morpheus, maybe I’ll be a little more useful,” she thought, staring at the scarlet petals of the poppies in her laboratory. Her gaze drifted to the small dish in front of her, where a few brown crystals lay—her first success in isolating the pure compound. But even this achievement failed to spark much excitement.


  What she felt was pressure—an overwhelming need to deliver results, quickly. The next step was testing the compound’s effects, and that thought alone quickened her heartbeat. She paused, her breath catching in her chest. Feeling suddenly suffocated, she packed away her tools, discarded her apron and gloves, and retreated to her room.


  After washing up and slipping into her nightclothes, she collapsed onto the bed, trying to will herself to sleep before Cesare returned.


  Not that he’ll necessarily come…


  It had been days since she had seen him. Whether he arrived late or she was already asleep, he hadn’t entered their quarters. The longer they stayed apart, the more the ache in her chest tightened, but she forced herself to endure it.


  The pain of missing him was nothing compared to the agony of facing him.


  As Eileen lay there, her body tense with anxiety, she tried to will herself to sleep. But then the door clicked open.


  She forced herself to relax, feigning deep slumber as she heard him discard his coat and move silently toward the bed. His presence lingered beside her, and she could almost feel the faint touch of his fingers brushing through her hair, though she remained perfectly still.


  After a moment, he moved away, perhaps to change his clothes, and she allowed herself a small sigh of relief. There was a flicker of hope—maybe her act would succeed after all.


  But soon the mattress shifted as Cesare settled in beside her. Just as she tried to steady her breathing, his arm slipped around her waist, pulling her back against his chest. Eileen froze.


  His voice came low and steady, whispering in her ear.


  “How long do you plan to keep pretending?”


  Startled, Eileen let out a soft squeak before quickly covering it with a feigned yawn. She rolled over to face him, trying to mask her racing heart.


  “When did you get here?”


  “Oh, so now you care to notice,” he replied, his tone calm but piercing. “You’ve been busy avoiding me.”


  She gulped, her mind scrambling for words.


  “Eileen.”


  His voice was quieter now, more insistent.


  “Yes?” she answered, feeling the weight of his gaze.


  “Are you upset with me?”


  “Pardon?”


  “Is that why you’re avoiding me?”


  He leaned in, as if to kiss her, but instinctively, Eileen drew her head back. His eyes flickered with surprise, though his expression remained unreadable.


  



  ❈──•✧•𝐑𝐞𝐚𝐝 𝐅𝐨𝐫 𝐅𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐚𝐭 𝐌𝐨𝐨𝐧𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐝•✧•──❈
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  Eileen recoiled instinctively, and to her own surprise, she realized what she had done. Her eyes widened, and her lips parted as if to speak.


  “…Ah.”


  A short sound escaped her—half an exclamation, the beginning of some excuse—but no words followed.


  And why should they? She had spent days avoiding Cesare, uncertain of how to behave around him. Now, trapped in this moment, she froze completely.


  An awkward silence settled between them, thick with tension. Eileen’s mouth went dry as she felt the weight of her discomfort, an unease that was impossible for Cesare to miss.


  He made no effort to ease the silence or lighten the moment. Instead, he gently stroked her cheek, his touch steady and calm.


  Slowly, he tilted his head, bringing his face closer. Eileen couldn’t move—her body was frozen, as if paralyzed by his presence.


  Their noses brushed lightly. She held her breath, acutely aware of every inch between them.


  His hand, which had been caressing her cheek, slipped downward to her waist, his palm gliding along her tense body, coaxing her to relax.


  Eileen braced herself, expecting his lips to meet hers. But they didn’t. Instead, Cesare lingered, his nose just a breath away from hers, his crimson eyes locked onto hers with an intensity that seemed to consume everything else.


  In a daze, she realized she’d been holding her breath for too long. Tentatively, she parted her lips to take in air, and at that, Cesare’s lips curved into a soft, knowing smile.


  With one finger, he pressed against her parted lips, its solid tip touching her tongue. Reflexively, Eileen drew her tongue back to avoid it.


  When she did, his finger pursued her retreat, slipping into her mouth. He pressed down on her tongue as he murmured, 


  “Scared of a kiss?”


  Eileen’s face flushed. It was impossible to conceal her thoughts when he could see right through her.


  She had always longed for Cesare’s affection, interpreting every gesture of his as proof of his feelings for her, eagerly accepting each one. Even in moments of intense emotion, she hadn’t hesitated or pulled away.


  But now, something had shifted. She felt uneasy with his proximity—an unfamiliar discomfort she couldn’t fully understand, yet it was undeniable. She had begun avoiding him, turning away from his touches…


  It struck her as strange, even to herself. Unsure of how to respond, Eileen dropped her gaze, hoping to escape his piercing eyes.


  Seemingly not expecting a reply, Cesare traced his finger lazily along the inside of her mouth, grazing the sensitive roof. The sensation was unbearable, sending an almost painful tickle through her. Tears welled up in her eyes in response.


  Eileen wanted to call his name, but his finger kept her silent. It pressed deeply, triggering a faint gag reflex.


  He didn’t pull back, even as her throat tensed with the effort to hold back the discomfort. Finally, she lifted her gaze to him, her eyes brimming with tears.


  Cesare should have recognized her silent plea by now, but, unusually, he didn’t seem to react. Perhaps he was pretending not to notice.


  Only when she let out a faint whimper did he slowly begin to withdraw his finger, dragging it teasingly across her soft palate before finally pulling away entirely.


  Swallowing hard, she reached to lift the hem of her nightgown, intending to wipe away the moisture that coated his hand. But instead, Cesare raised his fingers to his mouth.


  Frozen, she watched in silence as he leisurely licked them clean. There had been no kiss, but in that moment, it felt like something far more intimate had passed between them.


  “Eileen.”


  His voice, damp with her saliva, shattered the stillness.


  “You’re upset because of what I said, aren’t you?”


  “Cesare, you didn’t say anything wrong.”


  “When I called you my nightmare?”


  “Yes… it’s all my fault…”


  Her words didn’t seem to satisfy him, and he pressed further.


  “Does it really not bother you, knowing that I killed you in those dreams?”


  The question didn’t unsettle her. In fact, the thought barely registered. If her death in his dreams would end his suffering, she would willingly die for him a hundred times over.


  She nodded, her voice strained but unwavering.


  “Yes… What bothers me more is…”


  She faltered, unable to say the word nightmare. Just thinking of it sent a sharp ache through her heart.


  “I’m just so inadequate… always more of a burden to you than anything else. If, even in your dreams, I’m just dragging you down…”


  Her voice trailed off, the weight of her emotions nearly choking her. She paused, struggling to steady her breath.


  Suddenly, she felt foolish. No matter how much Cesare reassured her, this self-pity was childish, immature.


  ‘Once again, I’m acting like a child.’


  The sadness was something she should have kept to herself. She wanted to show Cesare only her brightest side. Regret crept in, but Cesare’s low voice kept her tethered to the present.


  “Keep going, Eileen.”


  Without meaning to, she found herself confessing everything she had tried so hard to suppress.


  “I just wanted to hide from you… I felt frustrated, but mostly, I was ashamed of myself. I just felt…”


  She hesitated, but then forced herself to admit what she’d been so terrified to say.


  “…so useless.”


  Having bared her soul, she felt strangely hollow, as though someone had scooped out her heart with a spoon. All she could do now was watch Cesare’s reaction, praying that this vulnerable moment would end quickly.


  He studied her quietly, then, at last, spoke.


  “If I based our relationship on utility, I wouldn’t have picked you up from that field of lilies.”


  Eileen’s breath caught in her throat. The words pierced deeper than anything she expected.


  “I’m sorry.”


  She bit her lip, torn. She should probably end the conversation here, but there was one more question she needed to ask.


  “Ah, one more thing…”


  Stealing a cautious glance at him, she spoke softly.


  “Can you tell me… what these nightmares are like?”


  She needed to understand what he was going through. If she could grasp more of what he experienced, maybe she could find a reason for it—or even a way to help. She didn’t want to be trapped in his nightmares anymore.


  “If you’re in my nightmares…”


  Cesare’s voice was casual, and Eileen felt a fleeting panic that he might not answer at all. She held her breath, waiting.


  “They’re nightmares I create.”


  His words took her by surprise, leaving her momentarily confused.


  “How can you… create a dream?”


  It wasn’t the right question for such a serious moment. Eileen winced at her own naïveté, and Cesare chuckled softly. Realizing her blunder, she blushed, feeling a little embarrassed.


  But she’d only asked because she wanted to understand him. After all, Cesare was the last person to dwell on dreams and nightmares.


  “With a few sacrifices.”


  He gave her an answer she didn’t fully understand, glancing at her reddened cheeks before continuing.


  “Even in dreams, you’d tell me you’d die for me. You’d walk up to the one trying to kill you, looking up with those innocent eyes and telling them to go ahead and finish it…”


  He trailed off, a strange smile crossing his face—not one of happiness.


  “With that look, who could bear to hurt you? I made sure no one could take your life but me.”


  He placed a hand on her neck, the touch light yet intense. In a calm, steady voice, he said:


  “So, I killed you with my own hands.”
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  His voice was calm as he said he killed her with nothing but his hands. After lightly rubbing her neck, his hand fell, and he pulled her into an embrace, her tousled hair catching in his fingers.


  “The affection I feel for you, Eileen, is like this,” Cesare said softly, his voice carrying a quiet certainty.


  “It’s not something as trivial as usefulness.”


  For a moment, Eileen was speechless, but in the end, her answer was inevitable. She nodded and murmured, “Yes.” Cesare, as though praising her small response, gently stroked her hair.


  “If you don’t want to become my nightmare, you mustn’t die for me. Do you understand?”


  He had said this to her more than once, his voice always gentle but firm. Still, Eileen struggled to find an answer.


  All her life, she had been taught that she existed only to die for him. The kindness Cesare had shown her felt like something she could never repay, not even with her own life.


  Letting go of that deeply ingrained belief wasn’t easy. Her mother’s words—”We live for the prince’s sake”—echoed in her mind.


  But I don’t want to be Cesare’s nightmare…


  As she wrestled with her conflicting thoughts, Cesare waited, his gaze steady and unblinking. His watchful eyes grew harder to bear, and finally, Eileen shut her eyes tightly and nodded, almost imperceptibly. Cesare chuckled softly at her faint assent.


  When she opened her eyes, her heart skipped a beat at the knowing look in his red gaze. He was aware of her deception, yet he said nothing. Instead, he smiled, as if he had already decided to overlook it for now, content with even the slightest nod.


  After a brief pause, he unexpectedly nipped her cheek, leaving faint marks on her flushed skin. Surprised, Eileen’s eyes widened, her gaze locked on him in stunned silence.


  “This isn’t a kiss, so it’s fine, isn’t it?”


  The dark gleam that had clouded his crimson eyes was gone, replaced by a playful, carefree expression that betrayed no trace of the turmoil that had been there moments before.


  But Eileen couldn’t bring herself to smile. Her mind was filled with questions—questions she longed to ask him.


  What kind of offerings had he made?  


  Why had he done something so irrational to create a nightmare?  


  For what purpose had he created it?  


  And, most importantly, had he achieved what he wanted?


  Yet Cesare silenced her unspoken queries before they could leave her lips.


  “All your questions will be answered soon.”


  He gently placed his hand over her eyes, plunging her into darkness.


  “I know you’d believe anything I say, but you understand things better when you see them for yourself…”


  It was as though he wanted her to remain in the dark, at least for now—even though she would eventually learn the truth.


  “For now,” he murmured, “let’s get some sleep.”


  Though sleep eluded her, Eileen slowly closed her eyes in the darkness. Her mother’s voice—“Live for the prince’s sake”—echoed in her mind, mingling with Cesare’s words, “Don’t die for me.”


  The weight of the lie she had told him pressed heavily on her heart. While it had seemed the best option at the time, she couldn’t shake the doubt that it might not have been the right choice.


  One thing was certain, though: she didn’t want to become Cesare’s source of suffering. Amid all the confusion and turmoil inside her, that truth was the only thing she could hold on to.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The hunting festival of the Traon Empire held profound ritual significance, far beyond that of a mere competition. The event’s proceedings were far more meticulous and solemn than typical hunts, adhering strictly to tradition.


  Since the hunt was offered as a tribute to the gods, all tools used had to be immaculate. Ornate decorations were forbidden, and any tools that were old or worn were deemed unacceptable.


  The most significant rule, however, was the prohibition against hunting winged creatures. The gods had granted Traon the winged lion as their sacred symbol, and so the taking of any life belonging to a creature with wings—those that bridged the mortal world and the divine—was strictly forbidden.


  Although lions were prohibited from being hunted, the designated forest for the festival held no lions, making this rule largely symbolic.


  The most closely observed regulation, however, was the prohibition against offering any of the hunted animals to humans. Unlike in typical hunting competitions, where participants might offer their catch to their lady, lord, or companion, this hunt was a sacred ritual. Until the final sacrificial ceremony at the end of the week-long festival, participants were forbidden from offering their kills to anyone.


  On the final day, after the week’s hunt, the best game was to be burned as an offering to the gods. Only after this sacrificial rite could the participants freely interact and exchange their trophies.


  For this reason, even though many hunters had people they wished to gift their game to, they were careful not to speak of it or make any suggestions before the sacred ritual was completed.


  The competition to join this year’s hunt was fiercer than ever, largely due to the announcement that the House of Erzet would be attending. Even nobles who typically had no interest in hunting eagerly expressed their intent to participate, making preparations for the royal court all the more demanding.


  The Empire’s seamstress guild had been hard at work for months, preparing Eileen’s hunting attire. This year, three different workshops had collaborated to create a set of clothes that were both practical and elegant.


  In accordance with the festival’s strict guidelines, the outfit was designed without any flashy gems or elaborate embroidery. Instead, the focus was on a refined and comfortable design, suited to the demands of the event.


  It felt strange to wear trousers after such a long time. Eileen stood before the mirror, feeling an odd sense of discomfort in the hunting attire.


  Though she wouldn’t be hunting herself, Cesare had insisted she wear hunting clothes, arguing that a dress would be too unwieldy for the forest.


  The other ladies will all be wearing dresses, though…


  She hesitated, unsure if it was appropriate to wear something so different from the others. Yet, she couldn’t deny the outfit’s practicality and comfort. She avoided looking directly at her reflection, instead focusing on the cut and fit of her attire before quickly diverting her gaze.


  Sonio, who was assisting her with the final adjustments, offered a kind smile and a compliment.


  “You look wonderful. Perhaps you could try falconry next time.”


  “Thank you, Sonio.”


  As she realized how much time had passed, Eileen hesitated before asking softly, “And… where is Cesare?”


  “He’s just finished preparing. Shall we go down?”


  Adjusting her hunting attire, Eileen made her way downstairs, her steps slowing as she reached the top of the staircase.


  Below, Cesare stood speaking with several knights. They were all dressed in their uniforms, but Cesare himself was wearing his hunting clothes.


  His outfit, crafted alongside hers by the seamstress guild, was similar yet distinct from hers. The matching designs clearly marked them as a couple, yet the subtle differences in color and cut distinguished the masculine from the feminine.


  The tailored hunting clothes were made to fit Cesare’s well-built frame, accentuating his features with a sharp elegance. Eileen couldn’t help but marvel at how the outfit seemed to complement her own, in a way that felt almost surreal.


  “…”


  Sensing her gaze, Cesare looked up. Their eyes met for a fleeting moment, and Eileen pressed her lips together, a wave of uncertainty passing through her.


  Since that night, she hadn’t seen him. This time, it hadn’t been Eileen avoiding him; rather, Cesare had been busier than usual. Even the other knights, who were occupied with festival preparations, hadn’t had time to visit her.


  In her time apart from Cesare, Eileen had felt both a sense of loneliness and an unexpected relief. She hadn’t fully understood where the relief had come from, nor could she yet articulate what it meant.


  Cesare had assured her that his affection for her would not easily waver, and that he would never abandon her, no matter her flaws.


  Yet their conversation had made her realize just how different their desires were. She longed for something more concrete than his love—something tangible, something she could achieve on her own.


  Perhaps she could prove herself as an accomplished apothecary, making her medicines—Aspiria and Morpheus—successful, showing him that she could be of true help. Or maybe she could ease his suffering in a way no one else could.


  He had asked her not to die for him, but how likely was that she would ever need to? Cesare seemed perfect in every way, untouchable, beyond reproach.


  He had promised that she would soon understand everything she was curious about, but the fragments of insight he’d shared only left her more confused. If he intended to reveal it all eventually, why not tell her now? What was she still lacking?


  As she wrestled with her questions and doubts, the day of the hunt had finally arrived.


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare’s voice called her name, pulling her from her thoughts. She looked up to see him standing at the top of the stairs, waiting. Taking a deep breath, Eileen carefully descended, the feel of trousers unfamiliar and awkward against her legs.


  As she reached the ground floor, a group of knights gathered around her, offering enthusiastic compliments. Rotan, Diego, Michele, and Senon all praised her hunting attire, but it was Senon who seemed especially sincere.


  “To see such a rare sight…the other participants should be paying House Erzet tribute today.”


  The knights chuckled at Senon’s comment, and Eileen smiled along with them, though she couldn’t quite laugh as freely as the others. There was a tightness in her chest that held her back.


  Cesare stepped closer, his gaze settling on her with an intensity that made her heart flutter. Without thinking, Eileen looked up at him, her expression betraying a hint of nervousness.


  “…”


  The silence between them hung heavy, and the knights, sensing the change in atmosphere, exchanged knowing glances. 
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  The knights, who had watched over Eileen and Cesare for so long, couldn’t help but notice the subtle shift in the air between them.


  Eileen, feeling the weight of the strange tension, grew even more withdrawn, her nerves tightening.


  This isn’t right…


  It had been some time since everyone had gathered like this. It should have been a chance for them to enjoy each other’s company, to share in the excitement of the day. But instead, there was an uncomfortable silence hanging between her and Cesare. She wasn’t sure how to fix it. Cesare wasn’t speaking either—he simply stood there, looking down at her in silence, and that only made things worse.


  After a moment of deliberation, Eileen decided she had to say something to break the tension.


  “Um, your hunting outfit…”


  She had meant to compliment him, to find the right words that would make the moment feel lighter, but when the words finally left her mouth, they came out flat and awkward.


  “You look… really handsome.”


  Eileen winced inwardly, instantly regretting how plain and childish her words sounded. She wished, not for the first time, that she had spent more time studying poetry instead of medicine. The urge to pinch herself grew stronger.


  Cesare didn’t respond immediately. He continued to gaze at her, his eyes unreadable. Then, after a pause, he asked, his voice quiet but teasing, “Is that it?”


  “Pardon?”


  “We haven’t seen each other in days, and that’s all you have to say, Eileen?”


  “Oh…”


  Flustered, Eileen stammered, but Cesare only let out a brief chuckle.


  “Let’s be on our way, then.”


  Cesare’s command was calm, but there was an underlying tension in his voice. He gave a brief instruction to Sonio, and the knights quickly ushered Eileen aside. Diego leaned in and whispered, his tone reassuring.


  “Don’t worry, His Grace isn’t upset.”


  Michele, ever the one to add emphasis, followed with a murmur. “Definitely not upset. He’s just waiting to hear something specific from you.”


  Eileen’s brow furrowed, but before she could ask what they meant, Cesare finished his conversation with Sonio and walked over to her.


  “It’s time to depart.”


  Cesare extended his hand, and Eileen took it, following him to the carriage. She braced herself, wondering if he was going to press her on the awkward moment they had shared, but Cesare remained silent.


  Inside the carriage, he busied himself with reviewing some documents, his focus entirely on the papers before him. Eileen sat quietly beside him, watching as the scenery passed by the window. The carriage gradually slowed and came to a halt.


  Cesare folded his papers neatly, then turned to her.


  “Go on ahead. I’ll join you shortly.”


  Eileen hesitated. She wanted to ask where he was going, but the instinct to hold her tongue stopped her. She opened her mouth, only to close it when he spoke again, his voice lighter than before.


  “Let’s hope you won’t be too angry.”


  Angry? Eileen blinked, taken aback. She couldn’t fathom a situation where she would be angry with him. Just moments ago, she had been concerned that he might be upset with her. She gave him a confused look, trying to find her words.


  “I’m not angry…” she said carefully, her voice soft. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something important was hanging between them, something she didn’t fully understand.


  “Not yet, anyway.”


  Once again, Cesare had said something that left Eileen confused, a cryptic remark that only deepened the sense of distance between them. She clenched her hands in her lap, her mind swirling with thoughts and questions, but the words she wanted to speak wouldn’t come. She felt frustrated by the silence, by the gap between them that she couldn’t bridge.


  Still, she knew it would be impolite to leave without at least meeting his gaze and offering a proper goodbye. After a moment’s hesitation, she finally looked up at him.


  “…!”


  Before she could say anything, their lips met in a brief, light kiss. It was so fleeting, so unexpected, that Eileen blinked in surprise. A soft “Oh” escaped her lips, the shock of the moment still reverberating in her chest.


  “Oh dear,” Cesare said with feigned nonchalance, his voice light. “I thought you were asking for a kiss.”


  With that, he exited the carriage, leaving Eileen alone in a daze. Her heart raced as the heat slowly crept up to her cheeks. 


  She wondered why he thought she might be angry with him. But before she could delve into that question, her thoughts kept drifting back to the kiss.


  Involuntarily, Eileen rubbed her lips with the back of her hand, still caught in the lingering sensation of Cesare’s kiss. Her mind was consumed with thoughts of him. It almost felt as if he had kissed her intentionally, as if to stop her from overthinking.


  By the time the carriage reached its next destination, she had worked hard to cool the heat in her face, though her heart still raced from the unexpected encounter.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The forest hosting the hunting festival was alive with activity. Banners bearing the royal family’s and noble houses’ emblems fluttered above the various camps, and the area buzzed with people coming and going.


  Dozens of prized horses lined up, each one a marvel of breeding, their worth said to rival that of a fortress. Well-trained hunting dogs stood at attention, their tails wagging in excitement, while falcons with large, outstretched wings flew above the crowd, ready for the sport of falconry.


  Despite the bustle and abundance of animals, the air felt fresh and invigorating, filled with the scent of lush greenery and fragrant offerings. The aroma of cedarwood and flowers drifted through the air—gathered for the ritual sacrifice that was to come.


  Eileen looked around with a sense of awe, her curiosity piqued by the grandeur of it all. She was escorted by guards toward House Erzet’s tent, her gaze moving over the scene as they walked. As the family’s carriage became visible in the distance, a group of noblewomen—eager to make a good impression—quickly gathered, anticipating her arrival.


  Each of them was determined to form a connection with the Duchess of Erzet, seeing the opportunity as one to advance their own status. But as they drew near, they hesitated, their smiles faltering as they took in Eileen’s attire.


  ‘I should have worn a dress.’


  The thought kept nagging at Eileen as she stood there, feeling conspicuous in her hunting clothes. Maybe she should have insisted on wearing one, despite Cesare’s insistence on practicality. Now, amidst the delicate dresses of the noblewomen surrounding her, her outfit felt all the more out of place, and her confidence began to wither.


  Trying her best to hide her dismay, she managed a polite smile and greeted the ladies as they approached, though her words felt distant, and her hands trembled slightly. But then, just as her nerves were beginning to get the better of her, she spotted a familiar face—Baroness Contarini.


  “Baroness!”


  Eileen’s relief was immediate, and she couldn’t help but brighten at the sight of the woman. The Baroness looked briefly startled but soon broke into a proud smile.


  “At last, you’ve arrived! I’ve been waiting eagerly.”


  She made her way through the group of ladies with purpose, clearly relishing the chance to show off her connection to Eileen. A triumphant smile spread across her face as she spoke again.


  “I’ve been looking forward to this since the tea party,” the Baroness declared, her tone both excited and fond. “You look just like a fairy, here in this forest.”


  It seemed the Baroness was attempting to smooth over Eileen’s unorthodox attire, perhaps recalling the way Eileen had looked at their tea party. Eileen felt a slight flush at the compliment and, despite her discomfort, couldn’t help but appreciate the woman’s efforts to defend her choice of clothing. Eileen thanked her, and the Baroness gave her a knowing smile.


  “If it wouldn’t be too much trouble, may I show you to our family’s tent?”


  She seemed to have noticed that Eileen was feeling overwhelmed by the crowd. Relieved, Eileen gratefully accepted the offer.


  “Thank you,” Eileen replied gratefully, feeling a weight lift from her shoulders as they made their way away from the throng.


  “It was my pleasure,” the Baroness said with a warm smile. “And I must admit, the hunting outfit suits you remarkably well. What a bold choice to wear such attire!”


  “Oh…”


  A flicker of doubt crossed Eileen’s face, and the Baroness quickly waved her hands in reassurance.


  “I didn’t mean it in a negative way at all! It’s just that you look absolutely wonderful. I assure you, soon the capital will be full of ladies wearing hunting attire.”


  Eileen’s nerves were eased slightly by the reassurance, though she still hesitated before replying.


  “It’s a relief to hear you say that. I was actually quite worried. It feels so conspicuous to be the only one dressed this way. I’ve only packed hunting clothes for the festival, so there’s no changing now… For a moment earlier, I honestly wanted to disappear.”


  Eileen clasped her hands in front of her chest and looked up at the Baroness, her gaze softening with gratitude.


  “But thanks to your kind words, I feel much more confident. It’s all because of you.”


  The Baroness seemed touched by Eileen’s sincere thanks. She bit her lip, her expression softening as if she wanted to pull Eileen into an embrace.


  “You really… are simply remarkable,” the Baroness murmured, her gaze lingering on Eileen in a way that reminded her of the affectionate looks the knights sometimes gave her. Of course, that couldn’t be it, but…


  ‘Am I becoming conceited?’


  Perhaps it was the affection House Erzet had shown her, making her interpret others’ actions too positively. Eileen paused for a moment, reflecting on herself.


  The Baroness cleared her throat, undeterred, and continued her praise.


  “The Grand Duchess is setting all the latest trends in the capital these days. Everyone is eager to emulate you. And don’t even get me started on Aspiria!”


  The Baroness leaned in, her eyes shining with excitement.


  “Not just my acquaintances, but everyone in the capital is in an uproar over Aspiria. Those who bought it just to follow the trend are shocked by how effective it is. Haven’t you heard the buzz?”


  “I did see it mentioned in a magazine, but… I thought the press might be kind to House Erzet…”


  “Nonsense! Those vultures would tear into anything, given the chance. Remember the awful rumors that swirled before you made your public debut at the wedding?”


  “Oh… I didn’t know. I only started reading magazines after I became a grand duchess…”


  “Is that so? Then what were you reading before?”


  “Mostly journals and scholarly texts.”


  Eileen mumbled the answer, and the Baroness, her hand resting lightly on her forehead, couldn’t help but smile wryly before dismissing the thought.


  “Of course! It’s thanks to all your study that you were able to create Aspiria.”


  Skillfully steering the conversation back to her original point, the Baroness continued.


  “I heard Aspiria was distributed for free at the apothecary. Will you be offering it during the hunt as well?”


  “What? Aspiria?”


  Eileen blinked in surprise. She had no such plans, and if something like that had been arranged, Sonio or someone else would have surely informed her.


  Seeing her startled reaction, the Baroness’s expression shifted to one of concern.


  “It’s been the talk of the ladies since yesterday…”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 131


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The rising demand for Aspiria had led to a severe shortage. Although Eileen had developed a method for mass production and implemented it, the demand quickly outpaced the maximum daily production capacity.


  



  Initially, only those with ties to House Erzet were purchasing Aspiria, drawn by the house’s emblem on the label. However, as the drug’s effectiveness became widely known, people with no connection to the house began buying it as well.


  



  The initial surge of interest continued to grow. Now, not only the capital and the entire Traon Empire, but even foreign countries, were eager to get their hands on Aspiria.


  



  As the drug became harder to obtain, House Erzet restricted its export, announcing that foreign sales would only begin once there was a stable domestic supply. They also limited purchases to nationals and expanded their production facilities to meet demand. Despite these efforts, Aspiria remained a product that required lining up at dawn to obtain.


  



  ‘And to think there’s a rumor I’ll be giving it away for free…’


  



  Who could have spread such a baseless claim? Even Eileen couldn’t supply enough Aspiria to meet that kind of demand. She now found herself in a position where she would have to address and refute this misinformation.


  



  More than the personal inconvenience, Eileen was concerned about the potential damage to House Erzet’s reputation. With a troubled expression, she asked,


  



  “Do you know where you heard this, by any chance?”


  



  “I heard it myself at the theater just yesterday.”


  



  Baroness Contarini, equally appalled by the situation, showed Eileen the best way to respond.


  



  “The more esteemed your reputation, the more likely you are to attract undesirable attention. Don’t let it bother you too much. The best course is to deny it firmly without giving it too much energy.”


  



  Technically, tracing and punishing the source of false rumors was the standard approach. However, in society’s intricate web, responding too aggressively to a mere rumor could be seen as unsophisticated.


  



  As a duchess, Eileen’s position was one that would inevitably invite scandal. Addressing every rumor in detail would be impractical, so it was wiser to adjust her approach now.


  



  Eileen carefully took note of the baroness’s advice before responding,


  



  “Thank you, Baroness. Without your guidance, I could have made a mistake. I must find a way to repay you…”


  



  From her time in society, Eileen had learned that relationships required reciprocity. The baroness’s help deserved an appropriate gesture to maintain their alliance.


  



  “You’ve already repaid me more than enough,” the baroness said with a smile, subtly indicating their surroundings. Following her gaze, Eileen noticed several people watching them from a distance.


  



  The sight of the two women conversing warmly would surely spark rumors about the closeness between the baroness and the duchess.


  



  Baroness Contarini smirked slightly.


  



  “I have a terrible vanity, you see. It’s why I host such grand balls.”


  



  Eileen recalled Sonio’s information: House Contarini was one of the wealthiest families, with an influential trading network, and the baroness was known for her refined taste and opulent lifestyle. Before House Erzet became involved in luxury goods through its new duchess, the baroness had been the most sought-after patron in society.


  “You needn’t question my goodwill; the honor of your acquaintance satisfies my vanity like nothing else.”


  



  With one hand on her chest and the other gathering her skirt, the baroness gave a graceful bow, her smile unwavering.


  



  “Keep me close, and you’ll never be disappointed.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Eileen promised repeatedly to attend Baroness Contarini’s ball, ensuring her appreciation was clearly understood.


  



  Afterward, she started toward the Erzet tent but paused, deciding to take a moment to walk alone through the forest. Though the crowd filled the woods, the natural setting still provided a peaceful backdrop for gathering her thoughts.


  



  The imperial forest, with its native plants largely untouched by foreign species, retained the distinct scent of Traon’s flora. Breathing in the fresh, earthy air, Eileen was struck by a wave of nostalgia.


  



  As a child, she had visited this forest a few times. Cesare had brought her here, knowing her love for plants. She remembered running ahead, excitedly explaining the different species to him, carefree and full of energy.


  



  It had all seemed so innocent and joyful back then. Now, looking back, she couldn’t help but feel it was a foolish indulgence—taking up half a day of the prince’s valuable time for something as trivial as a walk through the woods.


  



  Eileen lingered on memories of her younger self and Cesare, when he had still been a prince, allowing her gaze to wander over the forest canopy. But a sudden commotion snapped her from her thoughts.


  



  Several military vehicles appeared on the road ahead, moving in a line. As the heavy doors swung open, Cesare stepped out, straightening his cuffs as his eyes scanned the surroundings.


  



  After a brief exchange with those who had come to greet him, Cesare’s eyes quickly found hers. Their gazes met, and a memory echoed in Eileen’s mind—the words of a noblewoman who had once chuckled as she spoke to her:


  



  ‘Haven’t all the ladies in the capital harbored feelings for him at some point?’


  



  It hadn’t been a provocation, just a simple observation of what seemed like an undeniable truth.


  



  The words felt irrefutable. Looking at him now, Eileen understood that anyone who could see Cesare and not feel some admiration was surely lacking a heart.


  



  Despite all the times she had seen him, Eileen found herself captivated once again. Their eyes locked, and she began to move toward him, the earth soft beneath her feet.


  



  Crunch, crunch. Her steps quickened as she approached. Seeing her coming, Cesare raised an eyebrow, a bit surprised.


  



  As the grand duchess drew closer, those surrounding Cesare moved aside, clearing a path. His focus remained solely on Eileen, an unmistakable signal to those around him that this moment was for her alone.


  



  The onlookers, who had hoped for a chance to interact with the duke, quietly withdrew, content for now to watch from a distance. The curiosity surrounding the relationship between the grand duchess and the duke had fueled rumors and speculation—whispers about the truth behind the duke’s alleged affection.


  



  Despite the eyes on her, the only gaze that made Eileen nervous was his.


  



  Knowing that Cesare was waiting for her made Eileen feel flustered. She hurried her steps to close the distance between them, only to stumble. The unfamiliar pants she wore threw off her balance completely.


  



  A nearby nobleman instinctively reached out a hand to help, but before he could, Cesare had already closed the gap and steadied her.


  



  Relieved not to have fallen in front of everyone, Eileen looked up at Cesare. The recent tension between them seemed to vanish in that moment, leaving her practically in his arms.


  



  “So eager to see me?” he murmured with a teasing smile.


  



  Flustered and unsure how to respond, Eileen stumbled over her words. With everyone watching, her nerves only worsened.


  



  After a brief pause, she managed to express her gratitude and, standing on tiptoe, leaned toward his ear to deliver the message she had intended.


  



  “Thank you for catching me, Cesare. I needed to tell you something important…”


  



  But before she could finish, Cesare turned his head, nearly causing her lips to brush against his cheek. Startled, Eileen quickly drew back.


  



  Her world shifted as Cesare swept her off her feet, lifting her into his arms and beginning to walk.


  



  Amid the gasps of onlookers, Eileen blinked rapidly, her long lashes fluttering in confusion. Gathering her wits, she leaned closer, whispering again,


  



  “W-where are we going?”


  



  Cesare, his gaze fixed on the direction of the Erzet tent, replied,


  



  “You mentioned you had something important to say.”


  



  Then, as casually as if they were alone, he added,


  



  “Best we discuss it somewhere private, don’t you think?”


  
* * *


  




  Chapter 132


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Michele’s legs were jittering. In uniform, no less, this was hardly the behavior befitting a soldier striving to maintain decorum.


  



  Lotan, standing beside her, gave her foot a gentle nudge with his own. Michele’s legs immediately stilled, her jittering subsiding as if an earthquake had ceased.


  



  But after a moment, Michele shifted her restlessness to her arms, swinging them back and forth. Diego clicked his tongue, grabbing her arm to steady it. In response, she began fidgeting with her hands, unable to keep any part of herself still. Though her restlessness was noticeable, no one scolded her—they all understood why she was so tense.


  



  Lotan, watching her tremble, asked casually, “Think you can do it?”


  



  It was a subtle show of understanding, a suggestion that she could back out if she couldn’t go through with it. He knew well just how harsh her orders were. Michele replied with a strained smile.


  



  “Of course… I have to.”


  



  She slapped both her cheeks with her hands, the sharp sound echoing in the air, before kicking Lotan’s leg in mock revenge for his earlier nudge. Lotan calmly dusted off his pants as if it were routine.


  



  “Anyone know why things are so tense between His Grace and Her Ladyship?”


  



  Michele brought up the topic to ease her own nerves.


  



  Seeing her flushed cheeks and the red marks left from her slap, Diego took pity on her and answered.


  



  “Eileen must be picking up on it.”


  



  The knights had long observed that Eileen wasn’t particularly perceptive in some areas. Yet her dedication to her work made her surprisingly sharp when there was evidence or a pattern to analyze.


  



  After Cesare’s abrupt change following the Kalpen victory, Eileen had likely noticed the shift in him and sensed something was off, even if he hadn’t provided much explanation. Eileen wasn’t exactly expressive with her feelings either, so the growing tension between them had simply festered, unresolved.


  



  Understanding the situation, Michele clenched her trembling fingers.


  



  “Do you think this time, Eileen might actually get upset?”


  



  “Most likely.”


  



  Diego’s confirmation made her sigh. This time, even Cesare might not be able to brush things off. Letting out a few heavy sighs, Michele glanced up at the sky. The blue expanse was marred by gray clouds in the distance, and she muttered, almost as if pleading,


  



  “Hopefully, it won’t rain.”


  



  —


  



  Eileen had asked several times to be let down, insisting she could walk on her own, but Cesare ignored her every protest. As a result, she found herself still in his arms when they reached the Erzet tent.


  



  Worried that they might have displayed excessive affection in front of everyone, Eileen’s cheeks burned with embarrassment. Cesare, however, acknowledged the soldiers guarding the tent with a brief nod before carrying her inside.


  



  The large tent was illuminated by strategically placed lamps that cast a soft, warm glow, though some areas remained in shadow. Inside, it was more than adequately furnished for a short stay, almost as if it were a temporary home.


  



  Taking in her surroundings, Eileen couldn’t help but marvel at the effort it must have taken to bring all the furniture here. She had barely finished her quick survey when Cesare gently set her down on the sofa. As she tried to sit up, his firm hand on her shoulder held her in place.


  



  “Stay still.”


  



  Reluctantly, she remained seated. Cesare knelt before her, and she opened her mouth to protest, surprised by how naturally he lowered himself, but it was already too late.


  



  Without hesitation, he removed her right shoe and rested her foot on his thigh.


  



  “Cesare! That’s dirty…”


  



  Eileen tried to pull her foot away, but her resistance was futile. Cesare held her firmly, rolling up her pant leg until the white silk of her sock was exposed.


  



  Her face flushed with embarrassment, and she instinctively curled her toes. His grip on her ankle tightened as he calmly instructed her to relax.


  



  “Let go.”


  



  Then, in a softer tone, he asked, “Does it hurt?”


  



  “No…”


  



  At last, Eileen understood why he’d carried her here. She had almost twisted her ankle earlier, and now he was checking to ensure she hadn’t injured it further.


  



  Despite her reassurances, Cesare didn’t seem satisfied. He continued to inspect her ankle carefully, feeling for any signs of swelling or tenderness.


  



  “It doesn’t hurt, really. I’m just not used to wearing pants and had a slight slip. There’s no need to worry.”


  



  Eileen emphasized that she was fine, desperately wanting to remove her foot from his gaze. Yet Cesare continued his inspection until he was completely satisfied.


  



  Realizing her shoe was just a short distance away, Eileen tried to reach for it herself, but Cesare was still blocking the way. Tentatively, she lowered her foot, watching his expression carefully.


  



  She had acted so awkwardly today, even avoiding his kiss that one time… Yet Cesare’s calm, red gaze held no hint of frustration, as if her actions hadn’t affected him at all.


  



  ‘Perhaps it was arrogant of me to think I could have any effect on him.’


  



  This new awareness of his recurring nightmares had given her a false sense of significance. But sitting there, Eileen suddenly remembered something more important than retrieving her shoe.


  



  “Shouldn’t you stand up now?”


  



  Cesare was still kneeling on the floor. Eileen was horrified to think she had let someone of his stature kneel before her. She felt undeserving of such deference. When her expression faltered, as if she were on the verge of tears, Cesare finally rose.


  



  Rather than sitting down himself, he retrieved her shoe and gently put it back on her foot. The soft calfskin leather hugged her leg snugly.


  



  Finally wearing both shoes again, Eileen leapt up from the sofa.


  



  “Please, let’s sit and talk. Oh!”


  



  Before she could fully rise, Cesare’s arm snaked around her waist, pulling her down onto his lap. Sitting across his legs, she instinctively braced her hands against his chest to steady herself. The sudden closeness made her acutely aware of their proximity.


  



  “So, what’s the urgent matter you wanted to discuss?”


  



  Eileen’s thoughts snapped back to the rumor. Realizing she needed to address it immediately, she took a deep breath.


  



  “There’s a rumor going around that I’ll be handing out Aspiria for free at the hunting festival. Baroness Contarini informed me that it’s already widespread, and it seems all the noble attendees are now expecting to receive Aspiria as a gift.”


  



  “Ah.”


  



  Cesare’s reaction was swift, but it told her everything she needed to know—he was already aware of the rumor. He seemed entirely unbothered, as if it were a trivial matter.


  



  “I don’t know who would spread such nonsense, but even if we clarify it as a rumor, I’m worried it could damage House Erzet’s reputation…”


  



  Still fretting, Eileen hesitated for a moment before adding, “Was this what you meant when you mentioned I might get upset?”


  



  “Hopefully, you won’t get too angry.”


  



  The words Cesare had said in the carriage lingered in her mind. At her question, he chuckled, as if the entire situation were laughable.


  



  “For something like that?”


  



  “…”


  



  She thought it was serious enough to be concerning, but Cesare found it trivial. Then what could he have meant? Just when she thought she was beginning to understand, Eileen’s shoulders slumped in defeat.


  



  Before she could think any further, a sharp scream rang out from outside.


  
* * *


  




  Chapter 133


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen instinctively turned toward the barrack’s door, but the thick fabric covering it blocked her view of the outside.


  



  She tried to stand, but a firm grip held her in place, preventing any movement. Startled, she turned to Cesare. She had expected him to be the first to investigate the commotion, but his expression remained calm, unshaken as ever.


  



  “Cesare…”


  



  “So, is that all you wanted to say?” he asked, ignoring the screams from outside as if they were inconsequential. His gaze was fixed only on her.


  



  Taken aback, Eileen blurted out without thinking, “You weren’t planning on explaining properly, were you?”


  



  The words came out far more insolently than she intended, but the flow of speech wouldn’t stop.


  



  “Oh, you said you’d tell me, but in the end, you never answer what I truly want to know…”


  



  Her heart pounded as the words escaped her. She tried to rise, but Cesare’s arm around her waist kept her in place. Her struggle ended in frustration, a mere flail against his grip.


  



  Breathing heavily, she gripped his forearm tightly. Only once her breath had steadied did Cesare whisper, “I told you, you’ll know soon enough.”


  



  But Eileen couldn’t fully trust his words. She knew the truths Cesare allowed her to glimpse were only the fragments he chose to reveal.


  



  He offered her bits of the truth to spark her curiosity, promising answers only when she asked—always within the limits he set. It frustrated her.


  



  In the past, Eileen would never have dared to harbor such thoughts or emotions. But it was Cesare who had led her to crave more.


  



  ‘What exactly does he want from me?’


  



  She couldn’t understand him. Just as she opened her mouth to speak again, a loud bang—followed by the sharp crack of a gunshot—shattered the stillness of the forest. The sound ripped through the quiet air, making Eileen flinch. She instinctively shrank back, and only then did Cesare release his grip on her and rise to his feet, pulling her up with him.


  



  “Rumors… seems we won’t have to worry about them anymore,” he said, his tone casual as he walked toward the gun rack in the tent.


  



  “Everyone will soon have more pressing matters to attend to.”


  



  The rack was lined with various firearms. Cesare selected a hunting rifle and slung it over his shoulder, the long barrel extending down his back. He also picked up a handgun and tucked it into his waistband before extending a hand to Eileen.


  



  Eileen hesitated for only a moment. The answer was obvious. Without a word, she placed her hand in his.


  



  Cesare led her outside, pushing aside the tent flap.


  



  The screams had come from the altar. When Eileen saw the scene, she gasped in shock.


  



  A massive bear lay collapsed at the altar. The sacred space, once reserved for ritual offerings, was now desecrated by the creature’s blood and gore. Cedar incense sticks and vibrant flowers that had adorned the altar were now stained crimson, scattered haphazardly across the ground.


  



  The stench of blood filled the air. Eileen covered her mouth, eyes scanning the lifeless bear. The first thing she noticed was the gaping hole in its head.


  



  The one who had felled the bear with a single shot was none other than Diego. He stood over the beast, his firearm steady in his hands as he made sure the animal was truly dead.


  



  ‘Not Sir Michele?’


  



  While other knights were skilled marksmen, none could rival Michele’s precision. She was a sharpshooter, blessed by the gods themselves.


  



  Typically, Michele would have handled a situation like this, but instead, it was Diego who had fired. Eileen found this unexpected. Looking around, she noticed that Michele was nowhere to be seen. Perhaps she was preoccupied with something else.


  



  Amid the carnage, a faint-hearted noble had collapsed, requiring the support of their servants. Even those accustomed to hunting recoiled at the sight of the slain bear.


  



  The desecrated altar cast a shadow over the upcoming hunting festival. While the sentiment was shared by all, no one dared voice it.


  



  ‘But why did the bear come here?’


  



  Bears typically avoided humans. Though rare instances of man-eating bears existed, they would never venture into a place crowded with people. Something felt off.


  



  As Eileen pondered, she felt a sharp, hostile gaze on her. Turning slightly, she saw a young priest glaring openly at Cesare. The priest, who had been arranging flowers at the altar, now stood holding a bundle of freshly bloomed blooms in his arms.


  



  The flowers were vibrant, bursting with life. They had been carefully selected, with even the smallest imperfection discarded.


  



  While spare cedar and flowers could be used to rebuild the altar, it was clear that the sacred space had already been defiled. The effort to prepare the finest offerings had been in vain.


  



  Though the priests’ frustration was understandable, their resentment toward Cesare seemed misplaced.


  



  Eileen knew that the temple disapproved of him. After returning victorious from Calfen, Cesare had been hailed as the “God of War” by the empire’s citizens, earning both reverence and awe.


  



  But to liken a man to a god was blasphemous to the clergy, making it difficult for them to view Cesare favorably.


  



  ‘But still…’


  



  The idea of blaming Cesare for a random incident seemed unjust. Irritated, Eileen glared back at the young priest.


  



  Caught staring, the priest flinched and quickly shifted his gaze to Eileen. When their eyes met, he froze for a moment, his face flushing with embarrassment before he hurriedly looked away, dropping his bundle of flowers in the process.


  



  “…?”


  



  Perplexed, Eileen glanced between the priest and Cesare. Cesare, who had been watching the priest retreat, finally met her gaze.


  



  As she blinked in confusion, Cesare casually tapped her cheek with the back of his hand, leaving her even more puzzled.


  



  She tilted her head, trying to make sense of his gesture, when a soft sigh reached her ears.


  



  “This is unbelievable…”


  



  It was Ornella’s voice. She appeared with Leon, her arm looped through his, her face pale, as though she might faint.


  



  The presence of the emperor seemed to bring everyone to attention, and the gathered nobles quickly bowed in respect. Ornella gave them a faint, pale smile in return, a brief flicker of appreciation for their deference.


  



  But moments later, her expression darkened, and she leaned heavily against Leon, catching her breath. Leon held her steady, murmuring soothing words to her.


  



  “Don’t worry, Ornella. It’s all over now.”


  



  The tender exchange between the betrothed couple caused murmurs among the nobles. Though engaged, the two rarely appeared together in public, and their lack of affection for each other was an open secret. Thus, the sudden display of intimacy caught everyone by surprise.


  



  Amidst the quiet stir of the crowd, only Cesare remained unaffected. He moved toward the pair, Eileen following behind him.


  



  “Greetings, Imperator,” Cesare said formally, addressing Leon.


  



  Leon, still focused on Ornella, looked up at Cesare with concern.


  



  “Grand Duke. Are you unhurt?”


  



  Leon’s voice was filled with worry as he scanned Cesare for any sign of injury. Cesare’s crimson eyes shifted briefly before focusing back on Ornella.


  



  “More importantly…”


  



  His gaze landed on Ornella. She was still clutching her forehead, managing a faint, weary smile.


  



  “The concern should be for Lady Parvellini, shouldn’t it?”


  



  She shook her head weakly.


  



  “It’s merely a headache from the shock. A little rest, and I’ll be fine.”


  



  Her smile was tinged with sorrow. Cesare chuckled softly in response.


  



  “Shall I fetch you some medicine, then?”


  



  Ornella’s eyes widened slightly, and she began to respond with a grateful smile. But her expression stiffened at his next words.


  



  “Perhaps the remedy you’ve always longed for…”


  



  Cesare tilted his head, his sharp eyes curving into a teasing arc.


  



  “Surely, there must still be some Aspiria left.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 134


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The sudden mention of Aspiria startled not only Eileen but also Ornella. For Eileen, it was particularly surprising because she no longer had any left.


  Due to the shortage, even the House of Erzet had run out of Aspiria. While Eileen still had a few pills in her laboratory, those had been specially set aside for Luca, the clockmaker on Venue Street.


  Cesare, however, knowing full well that their supply of Aspiria had been depleted, calmly claimed that he could provide the medicine without so much as a flicker of expression.


  Eileen regarded him with a new wariness. Seeing him lie so smoothly unsettled her—because Cesare had never lied to her before.


  ‘He usually prefers silence to lies…’


  She had never seen him lie to knights or soldiers either. For Eileen, this was the first time witnessing such behavior from him.


  While Eileen was processing this unfamiliar side of Cesare, Ornella lowered the hand she had pressed to her forehead and spoke.


  “Thank you for your concern, but unfortunately, the medicine has no effect on me. It’s only natural—not all medicines work for everyone.”


  Ornella exhaled softly, her chest rising and falling gently. For a moment, her expression turned wistful, but she soon lifted the corners of her lips into a smile.


  “But I hear Aspiria is extremely popular in the capital. Whose idea was it to inscribe the ducal crest on the bottles? Everyone seems desperate to get their hands on it.”


  Although her voice overflowed with praise, her words were not entirely sincere. She skillfully dismissed the medicine’s reputation, suggesting that its popularity was more about its attractive packaging than its actual effectiveness.


  Cesare’s lips twisted into a faint, cynical smile, his gaze growing colder as he looked at Ornella with undisguised disdain. Ornella, however, merely returned his look with an innocent smile, as if unaware of any malice in the air.


  Eileen, oblivious to the subtle tension between the two, was lost in her own thoughts. Her eyes widened suddenly, and she asked:


  “Have you taken Aspiria before?”


  The composed Ornella’s expression faltered slightly at the question, and she answered with an almost reluctant tone:


  “…Yes. Since it’s a medicine made by the Grand Duchess, I, of course, bought some as a member of the family. I suffer from chronic headaches.”


  Eileen’s face grew serious, her concern deepening as she pressed her with another question:


  “Did the pain persist even two hours after taking it?”


  “Hmm… Perhaps…” Ornella trailed off, clearly eager to end the conversation. But Eileen, her mind already racing through all the headache remedies she knew, wasn’t about to let it go.


  “In that case, a different analgesic would definitely be more effective. While Aspiria has anti-inflammatory properties, it’s unnecessary if there’s no inflammation. Especially if it hasn’t relieved the pain. What kind of headache medicine have you used before? If the previous medication was also ineffective, it’s likely that it shares similar components with Aspiria. You see, Aspiria is derived from salicylic acid extracted from willow bark, which has been used for centuries…”


  Midway through her enthusiastic explanation, Eileen stopped herself with an abrupt “Ah.” She glanced around, noticing Leon’s startled expression, Cesare’s amused smirk, and Ornella’s exasperated look. Blushing in embarrassment, she hastily concluded:


  “…In any case, if it didn’t work, you should try a different analgesic. Let me know what you’ve been using, and I can recommend something else.”


  Though she had no intention of making new medicine for Ornella, Eileen felt a small sense of responsibility as a pharmacist to offer alternatives.


  ‘I should’ve kept it shorter.’


  Had she spoken with the polished brevity and elegance befitting a noblewoman, Eileen might have avoided the awkwardness. Instead, she had rambled on like an overenthusiastic pharmacist, and now she felt the familiar heat of embarrassment creeping up her neck.


  While she silently chastised herself, Ornella’s gaze remained fixed on her with an intensity that made the air around them feel heavier.


  “…”


  Ornella’s beauty was maddening in its perfection—her smooth, lily-petal cheeks glowing softly in the sunlight, her features as serene as ever. But in that moment, Eileen’s appearance hardly registered to her.


  No, it wasn’t her looks that stirred Ornella’s ire. It was something far more personal, something Eileen had unknowingly triggered. A flicker of something darker twisted in Ornella’s chest.


  Ornella gritted her teeth, trying to suppress the rising bitterness. But no matter how much she tried to contain it, memories of a past encounter surged unbidden to her mind.


  “Do you think you’re the only one in the world who knows how to make medicine? Pharmacists and scientists are everywhere. Anyone could easily replace you.”


  “No, they can’t. No one can replace me when it comes to the subject I’m currently researching.”


  Eileen’s resolute rebuttal had hit a nerve back then, and those words still echoed in Ornella’s mind. That unwavering confidence, that sharp, unshakable conviction—it was as if Eileen knew something the rest of the world didn’t. And it sickened her.


  A bitter smile tugged at Ornella’s lips as the wave of resentment rose within her. She wanted to gouge out those wide, innocent eyes, to silence that voice so it could never again utter something so arrogantly certain.


  She wanted to drag Eileen down into the muck—into a place far worse than where Ornella had once found herself. She wanted to make sure Eileen could never bring up the things she had long since discarded.


  “Thank you for your concern, Eileen,” Ornella said with a forced smile.


  The surge of emotions felt like an uncontrollable tide. Ornella managed to curve her lips upward, even as she realized that retreating now would look like defeat. Still, she couldn’t endure it any longer.


  “I think I’ll… take a rest. Your Majesty, would you assist me?”


  With Leon’s help, Ornella began walking back to the tents. But as she left, she suddenly glanced over her shoulder. Her gaze met Eileen’s vivid green eyes for an instant before she quickly turned away.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  While Ornella rested, preparations for the hunting festival resumed. The event had already been delayed by an unforeseen accident that had damaged the altar.


  Before reconstruction could begin, the priests engaged in a heated debate about whether to relocate the altar. Some argued that the bloodstained ground necessitated a move, while others insisted that the rite should be performed in the same spot, as tradition demanded.


  After a tense discussion, the priests decided to rebuild the altar in its original location, but with additional purification steps: the bloodstained soil was replaced, fresh earth was brought in, and clean silk was spread over the site.


  As a result, the hunting festival began much later than scheduled.


  In the presence of all the gathered nobles, Leon was handed a torch by the priests. In solemn silence, he approached the altar, his steps blessed with flowers and holy water to ensure no impurity could reach the sacred site.


  After placing the torch at the altar’s base, the pre-treated wood quickly caught fire, and flames leapt up dramatically.


  Eileen shuddered slightly at the intense heat, even from a distance. The towering flames swayed like dancers, consuming the flowers and wood in their fiery embrace.


  She turned to glance at Cesare. He, too, was watching the fire intently. Before he could notice her gaze, Eileen quickly looked back at the altar.


  Leon turned toward the nobles, ready to declare the festival’s start.


  But then—


  BANG!


  The deafening sound of a gunshot echoed through the forest, sending a shockwave through the gathering. The nobles froze, momentarily disoriented, unable to process what had just occurred. At first, they assumed it was merely the sound of another beast appearing, the gunshot a reaction to some unseen threat in the woods.


  But moments later, a noble collapsed, blood gushing from a wound.


  Screams erupted as panic tore through the crowd. Nobles dove for cover, crawling behind trees, tents, and anything they could find to shield themselves from the next shot.


  Before Eileen could think, her instincts kicked in. She rushed toward Cesare, determined to shield him from the next bullet.


  But just as she reached him, a rough hand shoved her aside. Stumbling, Eileen looked up at Cesare in shock. To her disbelief, he was smiling.


  BANG!


  The second shot rang out—and this time, the bullet was aimed directly at Cesare.


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 135


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Count Bonaparte was relatively untouchable. Though there were minor scandals from time to time, none were serious enough to bring him down completely.


  Accusing him of being a spy for Kalpen was premature. If Bonaparte were executed on such a charge, the remaining spies would surely scatter.


  To execute Count Bonaparte, Cesare decided to use himself as bait.


  “I can’t do this.”


  When Michele heard the plan, her face went ghostly pale. As white as a sheet, she dropped to her knees before Cesare.


  “I can’t, Your Excellency. I absolutely cannot. Just kill me instead.”


  Half-mad, Michele begged as the other knights strongly objected. Lotan, his face tense, spoke first.


  “It’s too dangerous. A gunshot wound has too many variables.”


  Even if Michele avoided a fatal hit, there was no guarantee the wound would heal properly. If luck wasn’t on their side, complications like infections could lead to irreversible damage.


  Diego and Senon also voiced their concerns. Michele, still kneeling and dazed, was too stunned to respond as she listened to her comrades.


  Cesare waited for the knights to finish voicing their objections, then pulled out a pistol. He removed one of his leather gloves and aimed the muzzle at his open palm.


  What happened next was beyond explanation.


  Before the stunned knights, Cesare remained composed. He looked down at Michele and called her name.


  “Michele.”


  The low voice snapped Michele out of her stupor. The calm, almost reassuring tone of her name forced her to focus. To his surprise, Cesare wore a faint smile.


  “If not you, then who else would shoot me?”


  Michele squeezed her eyes shut, as if trying to escape the unavoidable future where she would have no choice but to pull the trigger on Cesare.


  “D@mn it, d@mn it…!”


  Her hands trembled as she lit a cigarette, muttering curses under her breath. It might be the last cigarette she ever smoked, she thought. She puffed nervously, repeatedly checking the gun—despite having already checked it countless times.


  When the cigarette burned down to the filter, Michele tried to dispose of it in her portable ashtray—only to curse again.


  “D@mn it!”


  The ashtray was already full of cigarette butts. Frustrated, she shoved the stub inside anyway, then took a deep breath and looked up at the sky. The dark clouds, once distant, had crept ominously closer.


  A competent assassin had been procured under Bonaparte’s name—someone renowned for their skill with a gun. This assassin had been hired to kill Cesare, but Michele would act first.


  By staging an attack, he planned to frame the hired assassin, who would then be captured and blamed for the “assassination attempt on the Grand Duke of Erzet.”


  Since the assassin would appear to have been hired by Count Bonaparte, the count would naturally be implicated as the mastermind and face execution.


  The audacity of a grand duke being shot meant someone had to be held accountable. The nobles would waste no time cutting off Bonaparte as a scapegoat.


  It was the perfect plan to eliminate Bonaparte—except for the glaring downside that Cesare had to be shot.


  Michele recalled what she had witnessed before—a strange, almost miraculous phenomenon. Even if she made a mistake, Cesare wouldn’t die. That was the only thought she clung to as her mind raced.


  Wiping her sweat-drenched palms on her clothes, Michele steadied herself. She wiped her brow with the green camouflage cloth she wore for disguise, then settled flat against a tree trunk, her rifle firmly in hand.


  Slowly, Michele inhaled and exhaled, calming her erratic heartbeat. Her once trembling body settled into a state of eerie stillness. She fixed her gaze firmly on her target.


  Through the flickering flames of the grand altar, she caught sight of Eileen glancing furtively at Cesare. The brief moment made her smile, but she quickly steeled her expression.


  Holding her breath, she silently counted down to the perfect moment. Then, without hesitation, she pulled the trigger.


  BANG!


  The first gunshot rang out, its echo hanging in the air.


  For a moment, time seemed to slow. Eileen’s eyes took in every detail: the bullet piercing Cesare’s shoulder, the scent of blood filling the air, and his body collapsing to the ground.


  She couldn’t breathe. Or rather, she forgot how. As Cesare fell, she forced her frozen body to move.


  “Cesare, Cesare!”


  She wanted to scream, but her voice wouldn’t come out. It was as though her vocal cords had been pierced alongside him, leaving only hoarse gasps.


  Her vision blurred, then sharpened again. Knights and soldiers swarmed around them, trying to secure the area, but the chaos felt distant and muffled. She couldn’t process the noise.


  It was only then that Eileen realized she was trembling, tears streaming down her face, soaking her skin.


  Pale as a sheet, her first instinct was to check the wound. His dark hunting outfit concealed it at first glance, but the left shoulder was quickly becoming soaked with blood.


  Eileen fumbled for a handkerchief, intent on pressing it to the wound to stem the bleeding. But before she could, a hand stopped her. She looked up into Cesare’s face, her eyes brimming with tears.


  He wordlessly guided her hand to press down on his shoulder. In moments, the small handkerchief was soaked through with crimson.


  “Eileen.”


  “…Yes?”


  “Are you still keeping a diary?”


  The incongruous question didn’t fit the coppery stench of blood thick in the air. Unable to speak, Eileen nodded. Cesare squinted slightly, then offered a faint smile.


  “What a bother… I suppose today’s events will make it into the record as well.”


  Eileen couldn’t answer, her gaze fixed on him, her eyes trembling. Cesare gently brushed his left hand across her cheek and whispered:


  “Don’t cry, Eileen.”


  From that moment, her memory became fragmented. She didn’t faint, but the overwhelming tension shattered her recollection of events into pieces.


  Despite the gunshot wound, Cesare did not utter a single groan. He calmly issued orders to the soldiers, using his own hand to apply pressure to his bleeding shoulder.


  At his command, the soldiers apprehended the shooter and began a thorough search of the tents belonging to every noble present. The unprecedented situation left the nobles too stunned to protest, forcing them into reluctant compliance.


  Cesare ordered the entire forest surrounding the hunting grounds to be sealed off until the mastermind was revealed. Then, he announced he would return to the duchy for treatment.


  The imperial physician, who had been on standby for emergencies, rushed forward to offer first aid. But Cesare refused even that. Despite Leon’s urgent pleas, Cesare insisted on leaving immediately with his knights, heading straight for the ducal estate without delay.


  It wasn’t until they arrived at the duchy that Eileen finally regained her composure. Once she realized they were now in a safe place, her body seemed to surrender to the tension, and her strength drained away.


  Treatment should have begun immediately, but Cesare showed no sign of urgency. Instead, he gave orders to seal the estate.


  Servants locked the gates, and soldiers set up a tight perimeter around the residence. Through it all, Cesare kept one hand on Eileen.


  Once the orders were completed, he led her up to his bedroom, refusing any assistance from the staff. He told everyone to stay away from the upper floors.


  Alone in the bedroom, Cesare quietly removed his blood-soaked jacket.


  Eileen froze as her eyes traced the wound on his shoulder. It was a through-and-through gunshot wound, yet the bleeding had already stopped.


  The heavy, blood-drenched jacket fell to the floor with a soft thud. Cesare’s voice, calm and steady, broke the silence.


  “Come here.”


  Trembling, Eileen approached him. Despite the blood staining his clothes, she could see the wound—miraculously healing at an unnatural pace.


  She remembered the time when even a knife wound had left no scar on his palm. Now, she was witnessing that same phenomenon with her own eyes.


  “A week, maybe,” Cesare mused lightly. “It should heal completely in about a week.”


  He smiled as though it were the most casual thing in the world. Eileen stared at him, stunned. His body was beyond human. And yet, in that moment, she felt no curiosity, no intrigue—just an overwhelming sense of disbelief.


  With trembling lips, she finally spoke:


  “Cesare…”


  Hesitating, she asked, the words heavy with the weight of her fear and confusion:


  “Did you… get shot on purpose?”


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 136


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare smiled faintly at her question, the corners of his lips lifting slightly.


  “You already know what I’m going to say.”


  Eileen closed her eyes for a moment, a wave of helplessness washing over her. As he had said, she already knew the answer.


  When the gun was fired, Cesare had been smiling—a smile that conveyed satisfaction, as everything unfolded exactly as he had planned.


  ‘If only he had lied to me.’


  Wouldn’t that have been better? Eileen suddenly found herself consumed by dark thoughts about why Cesare never lied to her.


  It wasn’t because she was special to him, but perhaps because he didn’t need to.


  No matter what he said, she would have no choice but to accept it.


  Eileen bit her lip, aware of how presumptuous and disrespectful her thoughts were, yet unable to shake them.


  “Why…?”


  Strangely, she didn’t cry. Perhaps she had already shed so many tears that her body had run out of them.


  “Why did you do this…?”


  The moment Cesare was shot replayed vividly in her mind. Her once-prized sharp memory captured everything like a photograph—every detail etched into her mind, including the helplessness and despair she had felt.


  Every tiny fragment of that moment remained, painfully and indelibly preserved.


  She could feel Cesare’s gaze on her, brushing her cheek like a touch. Yet, she stood still, giving no reaction.


  She had resolved not to back down until she got an answer—not this time.


  Cesare, of course, understood Eileen’s determination. He studied her for a long moment before finally speaking.


  “Because it was efficient.”


  He didn’t avoid her question.


  “If a body exists that won’t die even when burned, slashed, or riddled with bullets, it ought to be used.”


  The raw truth, unadorned by lies, was like shards of glass—impossible to swallow. Cesare listed these horrifying possibilities with unnerving calmness as he reached out to her.


  Eileen turned her head away, evading his touch, but Cesare cupped her chin, forcing her to face him once more.


  “I wanted to show you as well,” he murmured, his red eyes locking onto hers. “You wouldn’t have believed in my immortality just from seeing my hand heal from a small cut.”


  His whisper was heavy with intent.


  “It means you don’t have to die for me, Eileen.”


  He had said this to her before, many times. Yet, because she hadn’t listened, he had forced her to witness his immortality with her own eyes, engraving it into her mind.


  Eileen understood why he was trying to teach her. But even now, she didn’t heed his words.


  At the sound of the gunshot, she had instinctively moved to shield Cesare with her body. Compared to his, her frame was insignificant, yet she hadn’t hesitated to throw herself forward, willing to act as a shield against the bullet.


  This had happened mere moments after she had promised not to die for him—a promise as fleeting as ink drying on paper.


  ‘So that’s why he showed me.’


  Cesare’s method was rough, but undeniably effective. Eileen knew she would remember this day for the rest of her life. She would never forget that Cesare’s body was impervious to death.


  “…”


  Her mind went blank. As her gaze dimmed, Cesare brushed her forehead with his hand, adding almost playfully:


  “While I’m recovering at the duchy, we could run an article about how the medicine you made helped me recover. I could use the injury as an excuse to spend more time with you—several days instead of just one.”


  For a moment, Eileen felt a surge of self-loathing. She wanted to take a gun to the version of herself that had once begged him for even a single day of his time.


  Her previously empty mind was now flooded with countless thoughts: the bullet that had pierced his shoulder, her helpless tears, and the way he had chosen to reveal his immortality.


  Everything collided at once, and she couldn’t contain it. Her emotions threatened to explode.


  At the same time, a searing anger burned within her, and a suffocating helplessness dragged her down, as if she were drowning in an endless ocean.


  Shattered, Eileen opened her mouth to speak. Her voice, cracked and fragile, emerged faintly:


  “But… you still feel pain, don’t you?”


  On the night of their wedding, when Eileen first saw his bare body, she had noticed the scars etched across his sturdy frame. She had silently hoped he would remain in the safety of the capital, far from the battlefield, to endure no more pain.


  But Cesare treated his body as a mere tool, discarding it with little care. To Eileen, it was as if he had thrown a priceless treasure—one she didn’t dare touch—into the dirt.


  “Your nerves aren’t dead. It’s just… your wounds heal faster than anyone else’s. Isn’t that right? And yet…”


  She paused, struggling to breathe. The words caught in her throat, choked by the overwhelming anguish that threatened to suffocate her.


  “Why?”


  Her voice trembled, barely audible.


  “What are you doing this for…?”


  She thought she finally understood, even if only a little. Cesare must have undergone some kind of ritual, sacrificing something to gain his immortal body.


  He must have endured excruciating pain—punishments so cruel that even his iron will had been scarred. It was a torment that had left a shadow over his present, darkening the lines between nightmares and reality.


  Piecing together fragments of what he had let slip, Eileen had formed a picture of his suffering. But one piece remained elusive—the most crucial piece. Without it, the picture would remain incomplete.


  What was his purpose?


  Cesare, the Grand Duke of Traon, Supreme Commander, a war hero beloved by the people of the empire. He was a man who could have anything he wanted with the mere extension of his hand.


  So what, then, had he desired so desperately that he endured such brutal agony to gain an immortal body?


  It wasn’t immortality itself—Cesare wasn’t the type to crave such a thing.


  “You’re doing all of this—even now, risking everything—because there’s something you want. No matter how immortal you are, there must have been safer ways, even if they took longer.”


  This method didn’t seem like Cesare at all. He was someone who understood the weight of his position.


  He knew well the consequences of treating his body as a tool—the political and diplomatic ramifications his injuries could have on Traon. Even as an immortal, the news of the Grand Duke of Erzette being injured would send shockwaves through the empire. And yet Cesare had thrown himself into danger, using himself as bait.


  He claimed it was efficient, but even that explanation felt hollow.


  What was driving him to such urgency?


  It was as if he were racing against an unseen clock, hurtling forward recklessly. That, too, must be tied to his ultimate purpose.


  “Please… tell me.”


  Eileen’s voice trembled with desperation.


  “Tell me what you want, Cesare.”


  For the first time, a flicker of something broke through Cesare’s usually unreadable gaze. Eileen caught a faint crack in his red eyes, like a surface on the verge of shattering.


  But even then, he didn’t break. He held back whatever emotions churned within him, containing them. Instead, he simply reached out and pulled her into his arms.


  His embrace was as warm as ever. Yet this time, it wasn’t enough for Eileen.


  She pushed against him with all her strength, but Cesare easily held her still with one arm, pinning her in his embrace. In a low voice, he murmured:


  “I’ve only ever wanted one thing from the beginning.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 137


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare first met Eileen when he was 17 years old.


  Though on the verge of adulthood, Cesare’s position at the time was precarious. His mother, consumed by madness, engaged in bizarre rituals, claiming they would resurrect her deceased lover.


  Born a twin, Cesare’s mother favored only Leon. Yet, when it came to the excruciating toll required for her occult practices, she used Cesare exclusively.


  Her baseless belief that Cesare’s body, bearing the blood of the Traon imperial line, would be effective for her rituals drove her actions.


  Taking strands of his hair or drops of his blood were the least of her demands. The vile acts she subjected him to were so repulsive that even knights would attempt to intervene, angered by her depravity.


  Cesare went along with it all, granting her the last courtesy owed to the woman who had brought him into the world.


  But the immense exhaustion was inescapable. Wasting time on fruitless actions weighed heavily on Cesare, who loathed meaningless endeavors.


  On the day he first met Eileen, he had just returned from indulging his mother’s whims. Days like those left him particularly tense, prompting him to carefully avoid any unnecessary words or actions.


  Having chosen to endure this, he felt it was only right to shoulder its consequences himself. There was no reason for his frustrations to affect the innocent staff around him.


  To calm his nerves, he took a stroll through the palace when a small child suddenly crossed his path.


  The child, clearly on the verge of tears, wore an expression that screamed lost. Despite that, she bit her lip to stifle her cries and cautiously took one step forward at a time.


  Her small hands were balled into fists, her eyebrows furrowed tightly in determination as she navigated her way through the corridors. Passing by the lily garden, her steps carried a surprising resolve for someone so young.


  A child wandering the palace—it was an odd sight. Cesare stopped in his tracks, and naturally, Lotan and Diego, who were following closely behind, noticed her as well.


  “Oh, look at this kid wandering around,” Diego murmured in surprise. Though the girl appeared to be about eight or nine—hardly a baby—Cesare didn’t bother correcting him.


  At that moment, Cesare’s gaze lingered on the child. And that’s when she noticed him.


  For a split second, Cesare felt a twinge of dismay. His experiences on the battlefield, starting at a young age, had left him with an air that often frightened children. This little girl, already lost and frightened, would likely be even more intimidated by him.


  But instead of cowering, the child’s reaction surprised him.


  Upon seeing Cesare, her already large eyes widened even further. A curious light filled her gaze, the gold and green in her irises shimmering like sunlight filtering through leaves. A breeze carried the scent of lilies as she suddenly dashed toward him.


  Without thinking, Cesare crouched and caught her in his arms. She flung herself into his embrace, clinging tightly as she burst into tears.


  Though her sobs were bitter and raw, there was a palpable sense of relief in her cries. She wriggled closer into his arms, her small frame radiating the warmth that was uniquely childlike, mingled with the faint scent of lilies and cookies.


  Cesare’s brow furrowed slightly, an unfamiliar and unsettling sensation washing over him. It was a feeling he didn’t recognize, because he had never experienced it before.


  After a while, her sobs quieted. She continued to sniffle, letting out the occasional hiccup, but now she was looking up at him with teary eyes.


  In the clear gaze of the child, Cesare saw himself reflected—and the image felt alien. To see himself through such innocent eyes made him feel like a stranger to himself.


  The child gazed at him as though he were an angel descending from the heavens. Meeting her awestruck eyes, Cesare found himself smiling faintly.


  “You must be Lily.”


  This was the little girl his nanny, Baroness Elrod, often spoke of. She had mentioned her daughter was ten years old, though the girl seemed a little younger than that.


  Baroness Elrod often exaggerated her accomplishments, treating her role as Cesare’s nanny as the crowning achievement of her life. She took immense pride in being able to frequent the palace under the pretense of her duties.


  However, she lacked the means to truly thrive in the splendor of the imperial palace. To compensate, she wove small lies to embellish her life.


  She painted a picture of a modest yet harmonious family: a loving, devoted husband and a brilliant daughter who was so endearing and precocious she was nicknamed Lily, after her favorite flower.


  Despite her exaggerations, Cesare usually let her words pass without much thought. Yet, it seemed some of her claims were true. The girl’s unique gold-green eyes, shimmering like sunlight on moss, were unlike anything he had seen before.


  Gently stroking her hair, Cesare decided it wouldn’t hurt to extend some kindness toward this child. It would be an easy way to offer the recognition Baroness Elrod so desperately craved.


  At first, it was a casual thought—perhaps he could formally invite the child to the palace once.


  But that initial meeting didn’t mark the end. Cesare found himself inviting her to the palace again and again.


  When Eileen fluttered around, asking questions with boundless curiosity and laughing as though Cesare were the center of her world, he felt his exhaustion and ennui* melt away.


  [E/N: Ennui is the feeling of being bored]


  As Baroness Elrod had claimed, the child was indeed bright. She learned quickly and absorbed everything he taught her with remarkable speed.


  Watching her soak up knowledge and skills was unexpectedly enjoyable. For the first time, Cesare understood why his former tutors had taken such delight in teaching him.


  As he became more invested in her life, the child also began to seep into his own. Though Cesare was aware of the subtle changes within himself, he didn’t think much of them.


  It was just a drop of water—not enough to alter the course of his life.


  But that single drop continued to fall, over and over, until it eventually drenched him completely.


  Through the child, Cesare learned what it meant to love. It was a feeling that only she could have taught him.


  There were moments when he would wonder: What if I hadn’t stopped in that lily garden that day? What if I had simply summoned a servant to guide her back to her mother?


  But such thoughts were meaningless. No matter what he had done, that little girl—Eileen—would have still run to him. To no one else but him.


  As the one chosen by the child, and as the one who had chosen her in return, Cesare knew he bore a responsibility.


  Later, after Eileen was executed on the guillotine and he sat alone in her empty home, reading her journal, Cesare made his decision.


  He ordered all his forces to be assembled on the plains near the capital. His knights, who had fought beside him on countless battlefields, carried out his commands without question—even though they knew exactly what he intended.


  When Lotan reported to him, Cesare listened in silence, idly gazing at the broken pocket watch in his hand. He tucked it away before responding.


  “The decision won’t take long.”


  Dressed in full regalia, Cesare was followed by four knights as he walked through the palace. The sight of the armed group made even nobles and servants hesitate to approach.


  “Your Grace, the Grand Duke of Erzette…”


  The emperor’s chamberlain looked utterly flustered. Cesare’s sudden, unannounced appearance, flanked by armed knights, was enough to leave anyone stunned.


  As the chamberlain fumbled for words, Leon appeared, looking pale and visibly strained.


  “Cesare.”


  Leon’s voice wavered as he addressed his brother. Though he appeared to have suffered greatly, Cesare didn’t ask about his well-being.


  “Imperator.”


  “…Grand Duke of Erzette.”


  Leon gazed at his brother, who had addressed him as Imperator rather than as family, with a look of despair. To Leon, Cesare seemed more like a stranger than his twin. His voice trembled as he asked:


  “What brings you here? What do you want?”


  Cesare answered without expression.


  “I want the final letter of the condemned, Eileen Elrod.”


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 138


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Leon remained silent for a long moment. After what felt like an eternity, he finally spoke, his voice heavy with difficulty.


  



  “…Her last letter, you say?”


  



  “You were the last person to visit Eileen Elrod, Your Majesty.”


  



  “…”


  



  Arrested on emergency charges of violating narcotics laws, Eileen Elrod was immediately imprisoned. No one came to visit her, a woman whose execution was all but certain.


  



  Her father, fearing any backlash, fled as soon as his daughter was arrested, taking anything of value with him. Her only ally had been Cesare, but with him fully engrossed in the Kalpen campaign, there was no one in the capital to protect Eileen—except Leon.


  



  Before leaving for Kalpen, Cesare had asked Leon to look after her. Yet, in the end, Leon had prioritized Eileen’s wishes and the stability of the Traon imperial family over his brother’s request.


  



  Cesare understood Leon’s decision—it was pragmatic, logical. But understanding didn’t mean acceptance. Both brothers knew that their bond could never return to what it once was. In the heavy silence that followed, Leon lowered his head.


  



  “Follow me.”


  



  Leaving the knights behind, Cesare and Leon moved to a more private location. Leon led him to the emperor’s private chambers.


  



  There, Leon pressed a discreet button on one of the posts of the canopy bed. With a soft click, a hidden compartment opened, revealing a small dagger, a pistol, some coins, and a neatly folded piece of paper.


  



  Leon picked up the paper and stood still for a moment. With his back still turned to Cesare, he began to speak.


  



  “…I never intended to hide it.”


  



  The faint sound of crumpling paper cut through the tense silence. Leon’s hand had involuntarily tightened its grip.


  



  “I only wanted to wait until your heart had calmed… until then, I thought it best to hold onto it.”


  



  Cesare silently observed as the veins on Leon’s hand stood out against his skin. Though the paper was crumpled, it remained intact. Leon took a deep breath and turned to face his brother.


  



  “How did you know there was a letter?”


  



  When Cesare had visited Eileen in prison, there had been no one else present—not a single guard, not even a rat. The prison had held only Leon and Eileen.


  



  Leon’s question carried an unspoken implication. He was asking whether Cesare had placed him under surveillance, whether his twin brother had doubted him. In response, Cesare gave a calm, simple answer.


  



  “Because she wouldn’t have died without leaving me a word.”


  



  There had been no surveillance. Cesare didn’t need it to deduce that Leon had withheld Eileen’s letter.


  



  Eileen hadn’t been executed immediately; she’d spent time in prison. Cesare was certain she would have left a message for him in some form. Without the means to bribe or convince the guards, Eileen would have entrusted it to the only visitor she had—Leon.


  



  It was a straightforward deduction, based on years of understanding how Eileen thought.


  



  Leon’s grip on the letter tightened, the sound of the paper threatening to tear filling the air. Cesare, sensing the tension, spoke softly.


  



  “Brother.”


  



  Leon’s eyes widened slightly at the familiar address. Cesare extended his hand silently, and after a moment, Leon handed over the letter.


  



  Though Cesare accepted it, he didn’t open the letter immediately. He tucked it carefully into his pocket, offering a faint smile—one twisted with bitterness.


  



  “Don’t forget, we agreed to bear the consequences together.”


  



  Leon nodded heavily, the weight of the imperial crown seeming to press down on him even more.


  



  But Cesare did not take the crown from him. Just as Cesare could not lay down his sword, Leon could not abandon his crown.


  



  Leaving the imperial palace, Cesare went directly to the modest brick house. As he had done when reading her journal, he ascended to Eileen’s room on the second floor to read the letter.


  



  The letter was short, written on a single sheet of paper. It took less than a minute to read it.


  



  Yet Cesare held the letter for a long time, rereading it over and over—not because he didn’t understand its contents.


  



  He understood why Leon hadn’t shown it to him earlier. As he read the deeply pressed words again, something inside him snapped. The absurdity of it all overwhelmed him, and he couldn’t contain his laughter. Laughing like a madman, Cesare made his decision.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  That day, rain fell heavily. Large, relentless raindrops hammered down as every noble in the empire was summoned to the imperial palace by royal decree.


  



  Even those abroad, in the countryside for health reasons or overseeing their estates, were ordered to return. Every noble involved in imperial politics was gathered in one place, with the exception of some provincial lords.


  



  The grand banquet hall, usually reserved for major state events, was filled with nobles, all on edge. The moment they entered the palace, an ominous air had struck them.


  



  The hall was lined with soldiers standing in perfect formation, their expressions as rigid and lifeless as stone statues, their hands clasped behind their backs.


  



  “This feels like we’re being herded into a trap,” one noble remarked with a nervous laugh, prompting strained chuckles from others.


  



  While some tried to deflect their unease with humor, others grew increasingly agitated, raising their voices in protest.


  



  “Where is Grand Duke Erzet? I demand an audience with His Imperial Majesty! Hero or not, this arrogance is intolerable!” Duke Farbellini roared, his fury palpable. Around him, other nobles murmured their agreement.


  



  The summoning itself had been strange enough, but the fact that soldiers from the Grand Duke’s personal guard had forcibly escorted them to the palace—almost dragging them in—had only fueled the anger.


  



  Those who resisted had been met with the same cold response: “This is both a royal command and an order from Grand Duke Erzet. Enter the palace and speak to the Grand Duke directly. Refusal will result in the use of force.”


  



  And so, all the nobles of the capital found themselves gathered in the imperial palace, their frustration mounting.


  



  “I don’t know what kind of grand proclamation he plans to make, but he’ll pay for this,” Duke Farbellini spat, his voice trembling with rage. His words echoed the indignation of the entire room.


  



  But beneath their outrage was an undercurrent of burning curiosity. What exactly did the Grand Duke intend to achieve by bringing them all together?


  



  Their questions were answered when the doors to the grand banquet hall swung open.


  



  Cesare entered, clad in the uniform of the Empire’s Supreme Commander. His ceremonial dress, adorned with medals and honors, was a testament to his role as the empire’s defender.


  



  Behind him followed four knights, handpicked by Cesare himself during his time as a prince. Renowned for their exceptional skills, their presence commanded the attention of every noble in the room.


  



  The moment Cesare and his knights stepped inside, the soldiers stationed around the hall snapped to attention and saluted. With a simple wave of Cesare’s hand, they returned to their positions, standing at ease.


  



  The flawless synchronization of their movements sent a chill through the nobles. The loyalty of the imperial army was far more formidable than they had anticipated.


  



  As Cesare made his way through the hall, high-ranking nobles moved forward to greet him. Leading them was Duke Farbellini, his face flushed with anger.


  



  “Grand Duke Erzet! How dare you commit such a—”


  



  Before the duke could finish his sentence, Cesare made a subtle signal to his knights. It was a gesture so precise, so ingrained in military protocol, that only those trained in its meaning could understand.


  



  As the nobles exchanged confused glances, the doors to the banquet hall slammed shut with a thunderous boom. The windows that had been left open were immediately closed, sealing off every exit.


  



  The soldiers drew their swords. What the nobles had once dismissed as ceremonial blades now gleamed sharply, their edges deadly.


  



  “…G-Grand Duke?”


  



  Duke Farbellini stammered, realizing something was terribly wrong. Cesare, standing before him, unsheathed his own sword with elegant precision—and drove it into the duke’s neck.


  



  The series of events unfolded seamlessly. From the moment blood sprayed from the duke’s throat to the sound of his body collapsing onto the floor, the hall was engulfed in stunned silence.


  



  Bathed in the blood of his victim, Cesare smiled coldly and gave a single command.


  



  “Kill them all.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 139


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Not a single noble in the hall fully grasped the meaning of Grand Duke Erzet’s command immediately. They froze in place, their faces blank with shock, until the sharp edge of a blade neared their throats. Only then did they comprehend the words.


  Faced with impending death, they finally recalled the rumors that had quietly circulated through the capital some time ago—the story of Grand Duke Erzet’s massacre of civilians at a tavern on Fiore Street.


  The imperial family had covered the slaughter with a veneer of justification, punishing the Grand Duke with house arrest. 


  The nobles had dismissed it as the act of a madman, ridiculing Erzet’s supposed descent into madness. Yet none had imagined that the blade of that madness would one day turn toward their own necks.


  Piercing screams echoed through the hall. They tried to flee for their lives, but there was no escape—no route left open to them.


  Soldiers who had once risked their lives for the Traon Empire now stained their hands with blood for Cesare.


  Crimson splattered across the pristine marble walls faster than it could drip down. A golden-winged lion statue was painted red with fresh blood.


  As the room turned into a sea of red, Cesare laughed, watching with delight as every noble in the capital met the same fate as his beloved Eileen. Their necks were severed by the blade, one after another.


  What was the point of weighing the severity of their crimes or identifying who had directly participated in her death?


  Those who had stood by as Eileen was led to the guillotine, and those who had turned her suffering into idle gossip, were all equally guilty. Their sins, committed with their eyes and tongues, could only be repaid with death.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “Grand Duke Erzet.”


  The voice of Eileen whispered in his ear. Cesare knew it was a hallucination, yet he made no effort to regain his senses.


  “I have tarnished the grace Your Excellency showed me with this disgraceful death. How can I ever atone? Not even my death can wash away the great sin I have committed. For a long time, I hesitated to write this letter, feeling unworthy of the act. Yet, shamelessly, I have found myself putting pen to paper.”


  Her small, trembling voice recited the words of her letter. Cesare could picture her clearly—furtively writing on a scrap of paper, obtained with great difficulty, under the watchful eye of her guards.


  “The Morpheus I was developing is a painkiller meant to ease the suffering of soldiers. If Your Excellency deems my research worthwhile, and if any notes remain, I hope you might entrust its completion to Professor Glenda of the pharmacology department at Pallercia University. She was my mentor during my studies, and she might be able to finish what I started.”


  Tears streamed down her face as Eileen wrote the letter, her sobs almost visible to Cesare’s mind. He reached out to grasp her image, but it dissolved into empty air.


  “I do not know if Your Excellency will ever read this letter. Yet, if you once found me even a little endearing and choose to find traces of me…”


  Eileen, now unable to hold back her tears, wiped her swollen eyes with her sleeve as she pressed her pen to the paper.


  “What I have done stems entirely from my own foolish greed. I was blinded by a desire to create a great medicine and earn fame and power. I hope you will not hold it against me.”


  After pressing her pen to the paper to finish the letter, she hesitated for a long time before writing the final line.


  Rather than begging for her life as the guillotine awaited, Eileen sincerely prayed to God for Cesare’s well-being.


  “May only glorious moments fill Your Excellency’s path.”


  That was all. The single sheet of paper contained no grievances about her unjust treatment, no mention of those who had slandered her, and no reproach toward Cesare for failing to protect her. Even after reading the letter repeatedly, Cesare found nothing more.


  If only she had written down her anger or sorrow—at least then he could have heard her voice for a little longer.


  The sensation of blood splattering across his cheek snapped Cesare out of his hallucination. Smiling faintly, he watched nobles fall one by one, their throats slashed by sharp blades.


  It didn’t take long for all the nobles of the capital to be executed. A massacre of such scale would be forever etched into the annals of Traon’s history.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Cesare occasionally regretted the slaughter he had committed before turning back time. Consumed by rage, he had killed every noble in the capital on the same day, leaving him unable to fully investigate the circumstances of Eileen’s death.


  At the time, seeking the truth had felt meaningless. What did it matter who bore the blame? The dead would not return. All Cesare had wanted then was to ensure Eileen received a proper memorial.


  Now, however, that decision had become a poison.


  Eileen’s death had been too smooth, too swift, to have been orchestrated solely by spies from the Kingdom of Kalpen. Even if the Kalpen king had planted seeds of conspiracy to tarnish Cesare’s name, the rapidity and efficiency of the events hinted at deeper complicity.


  The king of Kalpen had been captured, and the crown prince’s resistance forces were being dismantled when Eileen was executed. At such a time, Kalpen’s agents within the empire should have been paralyzed, uncertain of where their loyalties lay.


  Even if the Kalpen king had ordered her death in advance, the execution would not have proceeded so seamlessly without internal help.


  There had to have been someone within the empire who had orchestrated or facilitated Eileen’s downfall.


  But now, Cesare was in a time where Eileen had yet to be condemned. He moved with caution, determined not to repeat his past mistakes.


  This time, he planned to unravel the web from the bottom up, sparing those who had not yet sinned while methodically eliminating those tied to Eileen’s demise.


  The blood on his hands was inevitable, but he would keep it hidden from Eileen as much as possible.


  This wasn’t her sin; it was his. Yet Eileen, with her compassionate heart, would undoubtedly take all the blame upon herself.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “What do you desire, Cesare? Please, tell me.”


  That was why Cesare couldn’t be honest with her, even though she pleaded for the truth.


  To admit that he had turned back time because of her death. To confess that he had taken countless lives and even destroyed his own body in the process. Such truths would shatter her completely.


  But he couldn’t hide it forever. The gods had given him the power to rewind time and alter the past—not for eternal happiness, but at great cost. To save one life required sacrifices of equal weight.


  Cesare was prepared to die. He intended to finish everything before his time ran out.


  Someday, he would tell Eileen the truth—that all of this was for her—or, rather, because of his selfish desire to bring her back.


  For now, he guided her gently toward the truth, hoping she could piece it together herself without breaking.


  Watching Eileen stand firm, holding back tears as she waited for his answer, Cesare couldn’t resist pulling her into an embrace. She resisted, pushing him away, but he paid no mind.


  If he had cared about granting her wishes, he would never have turned back time to begin with.


  “My desire has always been just one thing.”


  He would accept death willingly, but he could not bear for Eileen to forget him. Selfishly, sinfully, Cesare wanted to remain immortal in her memory forever.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 140


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The perpetrator of the gunfire at the hunting festival was captured on the spot by Grand Duke Erzet’s soldiers.


  Though the assailant denied their crime, the weapon found at the scene bore evidence of two fired shots, leaving no room for doubt. Furthermore, it was revealed that the assailant had made a living through illicit contracts, solidifying their guilt beyond dispute.


  The lingering question was the identity of the person who had ordered the assassination. Who dared orchestrate an attempt on Grand Duke Erzet’s life?


  This wasn’t the first attempt on the Grand Duke’s life. Even during the banquet celebrating his victory over Kalpen, there had been an attack. However, none had been as brazen and violent as this one. The gunfire in front of so many witnesses was tantamount to an open declaration of rebellion against the Traon imperial family.


  The soldiers cordoned off the forest where the hunting festival had been held and conducted thorough inspections of every noble present, rifling through their belongings. Faced with the unprecedented situation, none dared resist.


  The investigation pointed to Count Bonaparte as the mastermind behind the assassination.


  The count pleaded his innocence, but it was futile. Surrounded by the Grand Duke’s knights, he was dragged to the interrogation chamber alongside the captured assailant.


  No one came to the count’s aid. In less serious cases, fellow nobles might have supported him, arguing for his innocence or at least mitigating his punishment.


  But this was different—Grand Duke Erzet had been shot. His skin had been pierced by a bullet, and someone had to take the blame. The nobles, desperate to end the ordeal, offered Count Bonaparte as a sacrificial lamb.


  While chaos gripped the empire, the Grand Duke, the very center of the storm, was recuperating at his mansion in the capital.


  Through La Verità, the Grand Duke assured the public of his safety. The people, furious at Count Bonaparte’s attempt to assassinate their hero, left flowers at the gates of the Grand Duke’s mansion as a show of support and solidarity.


  Count Bonaparte continued to proclaim his innocence, but each new piece of evidence only confirmed his involvement in the assassination plot.


  In the whirlwind of events, the rumor that Eileen had distributed Aspiria for free at the hunting festival quietly vanished, swept away without a trace.


  Everything unfolded precisely as Cesare had intended.


  That Eileen remained unaware of the full truth was also part of Cesare’s design.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen silently wrung out a cloth soaked in water, twisting it with all her strength until it held just enough moisture. She then carefully pressed it against Cesare’s skin.


  She worked around the edges of the wound, where new flesh had already begun to form, meticulously cleaning his shoulder and upper arm. She felt his steady gaze on her cheek but stubbornly refused to meet it.


  The task of nursing Cesare had fallen to Eileen. Because of the secret surrounding his body, allowing anyone else to care for him was out of the question.


  The knights, while aware of Cesare’s immortality, were too occupied with cleaning up the aftermath of the incident to offer help.


  Eileen was the perfect candidate: she knew the secret and possessed basic medical knowledge.


  Just as Cesare had said, the bullet wound that pierced his shoulder was healing rapidly. The recovery speed was far beyond human comprehension, making treatment nearly unnecessary.


  Yet Eileen diligently cleaned the wound, changed his bandages, and administered medicine she had prepared herself. She did so without uttering a word unless Cesare addressed her first, and even then, her responses were brief.


  Today was no different.


  No matter how hard she tried, Cesare revealed only the truths he permitted. She had no choice but to wait on the other side of the line he had drawn.


  Her silence was the only form of rebellion she could muster against him.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “It seems you’re not planning to talk today either,” Cesare remarked lazily. Reclined against the headboard, his upper body bare, one hand rested limply at his side while the other held a document.


  Eileen pressed her lips together and continued her work in silence. Cesare did not push her to speak, but his gaze remained fixed on her throughout the treatment.


  Since his injury, Eileen had been avoiding him entirely outside of these sessions. She took her meals and slept separately, spending the rest of her time locked in the laboratory. Aside from these brief moments of nursing, they rarely saw each other.


  This self-imposed distance felt foreign even to her. It was the first time she had so deliberately avoided him.


  Not that her resolve was flawless—she often found herself wanting to check on his recovery. But each time the impulse arose, she forced it down.


  She didn’t want to let this slide. He had used his body as bait, and Eileen could not accept it.


  Not knowing how else to confront him, she had chosen silence as her weapon.


  “Eileen.”


  When he called her name, she didn’t respond immediately. Only after finishing the cleaning did she finally lift her gaze to meet his.


  She waited for him to speak, but Cesare merely stared at her. The intensity of his crimson eyes was too much; Eileen quickly looked away, focusing on bandaging his wound instead.


  As she carefully wrapped the bandage, his voice cut through the silence.


  “It’s been a long time since you’ve taken care of me like this.”


  Surprised, Eileen looked up instinctively, only for Cesare to reach out and tuck a stray strand of her hair behind her ear.


  Her hair had loosened slightly, perhaps from the movement, though she usually tied it tightly while treating him.


  Trying not to let her ear betray her by turning red, she replied softly, “I’ve never nursed you before.”


  “You did scatter flowers for me.”


  She immediately understood what he meant. It was a memory from when she was 11 years old. That day, Cesare had looked especially exhausted.


  Though still a child, Eileen had understood how busy and important the prince was. Yet he had never shown his fatigue in front of her—except for that day.


  When she asked why he seemed so tired, he had briefly explained that it was due to a blood draw. Routine as it was for imperial physicians to take his blood, something about that session must have been excessive, as his complexion was notably pale.


  That was the first day Eileen had napped under a tree with him. While he slept, she had gathered white jasmine blossoms from nearby and piled them beside him.


  When he awoke and looked at her curiously, Eileen explained earnestly that the flowers were known to aid sleep. She even promised to bring valerian root, which was particularly effective, the next time she visited.


  He had smiled faintly at the flowers and at her. Then, reassuring her that he was fine, he had patted her head.


  Now, as she recalled that memory, Eileen bit the inside of her cheek to suppress a surge of emotion. His memory of such a trivial event seemed unfair, almost infuriating. Yet she stayed silent, finishing the bandaging with quiet determination.


  Just as she secured the final knot, Cesare spoke.


  “Was it rosemary?”


  “It was orange jasmine,” she replied instinctively, only realizing a beat later that he had asked knowingly. He was teasing her.


  She sighed and tied the knot more firmly than necessary before standing.


  “The medicine is on the nightstand. Please take it right away. Now, rest…”


  As she turned to leave, Cesare grabbed her wrist, pulling her toward him. She stumbled slightly, catching herself on the bed to avoid touching his injury.


  Startled and slightly irritated, she glared at him. But her anger quickly melted when she met his gaze.


  “I can’t sleep,” he murmured.


  Flustered, Eileen lowered her eyes again. “I’ll pick some flowers for you. Orange jasmine…”


  “No,” he interrupted, his gaze fixed on her, soft but insistent.


  “Stay with me.”


  * * *


  




  Chapter 141


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  It was a request without embellishment—plain and unadorned. Yet Eileen couldn’t move. Her body froze, as if bound by an unrefusable command.


  The heat from the hand gripping her wrist was intense. For a moment, she wondered if it was the fever from the wound, but the concern quickly faded.


  After days of tending to Cesare’s injuries, Eileen had come to realize the futility of her care. Despite her diligent efforts to clean and treat the wound to prevent infection, it had always been an act of self-reassurance. Cesare’s resilience required neither medicine nor intervention.


  Eileen tried to free herself from his grasp, but his firm hold showed no intention of loosening.


  She tugged several times, but his grip remained unyielding. It wasn’t tight enough to bruise her wrist, but it was more than enough to hold her in place. Finally, Eileen murmured weakly, “You don’t… need me.”


  Her voice was little more than a whisper, breathy as she inhaled. A faint, bittersweet herbal scent lingered around him. Cesare usually smelled of gunpowder or blood, but now there was only the soft essence of herbs mixed with the cool fragrance of the forest.


  The silence between them was heavy. Only the sound of their slow, synchronized breathing filled the still room. His hand stayed around her wrist.


  If she continued to avoid him, this would likely stretch on indefinitely. She didn’t have the courage to meet his gaze, but she had even less desire to remain in this shared space.


  Hesitating, Eileen finally gathered the strength to lift her head. The moment she did, their eyes met—as if he had been waiting.


  They stared at each other in silence. Neither Cesare nor Eileen spoke, their gazes locked.


  The bedroom was dim, the lamp casting a warm glow that never quite reached the brightness of daylight. Eileen spoke in an even softer voice.


  “Please, let me go.”


  But Cesare only tilted his head slightly. His gaze, steady and unwavering, lingered on her before dropping to her tightly pressed lips.


  “How should I make you forgive me?” he asked.


  Eileen fought to keep resentment from coloring her expression as she looked at him. His grip on her wrist slowly loosened, his hand trailing up her arm before cupping her cheek.


  Eileen parted her lips just enough to speak. There was so much she wanted to say—enough to fill three days and nights of conversation.


  But she knew it was pointless. No matter what she said, it wouldn’t reach him.


  For whatever purpose, Cesare had already set his course and was steadily following it. He wouldn’t change it—not for her.


  “…Please.”


  All Eileen could manage was a desperate whisper.


  “Don’t get hurt…”


  Tears welled up and rolled down her cheeks, dampening the hand that cradled her face.


  “Promise me you won’t recklessly get hurt.”


  She felt foolish, thinking her tearful plea might seem pathetic, yet she couldn’t hold back her tears.


  No matter how much she begged, she knew she couldn’t stop him from walking the path he had chosen. Still, with all her heart, she wished she could stand in his way.


  Despite her heartfelt plea, Cesare didn’t reply. He simply gazed at her for a long moment, then leaned in for a kiss.


  Eileen understood too well that his kiss was his answer—a rejection. Swallowing her sobs, she accepted his lips. The taste was salty from her tears.


  When Eileen recoiled slightly, hiding her tongue behind her lips, he pursued it, teasing her. The soft, pliant touch of their lips created damp sounds.


  Cesare lightly grazed her palate, coaxing her to swallow. When she did, he kissed her more deeply, as if in approval.


  Her heart felt ready to burst from the bitterness she held for him, yet her body betrayed her, trembling uncontrollably beneath his touch. Overwhelmed by this contradiction, she cried even harder.


  Cesare finally drew back, his voice soft as he tried to console her.


  “Don’t cry.”


  Eileen wiped at her tears with trembling hands.


  “Sniff… you always… always do this. If you don’t want to talk, you just… kiss me…”


  She wanted to express her frustration clearly, but the words came out disjointed. Yet Cesare seemed to understand.


  When he saw her crying, his expression faltered. A flicker of surprise passed across his crimson eyes, as though he hadn’t realized how deeply his actions had stifled her.


  Eileen stared at him, her tear-streaked face studying every subtle shift in his expression.


  Cesare had always been indifferent to others. He had no need to soothe or comfort; his role was to command. But Eileen had always been the exception.


  When she was younger, Cesare would calm her tears with sweets, books, or play. But now that she was grown, their relationship had deepened, and such methods no longer sufficed.


  Unconsciously, Cesare had turned to physical intimacy as his solution.


  “…I see.”


  He let out a low chuckle, his smile tinged with helplessness. Then, he kissed her again—not deeply this time, but a fleeting press of lips. 


  “How should I comfort you now?”


  His straightforward admission left Eileen speechless. Wide-eyed, she stared at him, only for him to kiss the corners of her eyes.


  His tongue brushed over her wet lashes and the corners of her eyes, making her shiver and shrink away. Yet, he didn’t stop, tenderly licking away her tears.


  His lips trailed to her ear, biting its flushed tip before tracing its curve with his tongue. The wet, intimate sounds felt as though they echoed directly into her head, sending shivers down her spine.


  “How can I make you forgive me, Eileen?” he murmured, his tongue briefly slipping into her ear before pulling back. The sensuality of his actions turned her face a deep crimson.


  “Promise me,” she stammered, flustered. “Promise you won’t put yourself in danger again. That you won’t do anything reckless, like last time… Ah!”


  Before she could finish, she found herself pinned to the bed. Cesare moved atop her with ease, his movements as graceful as a predator’s. Eileen panicked and tried to push him off, but he uttered a single word that froze her.


  “It hurts.”


  Eileen’s hands fell limp, clasping over her chest as if bound. She looked up at him with trembling eyes.


  “You can’t… Your wound will reopen,” she said urgently, glancing nervously at his shoulder. The bandages might bleed through at any moment. 


  Cesare seemed unconcerned, paying her words little heed.


  Though his body healed unnaturally fast, it still took time. He had admitted that even with his rapid recovery, this particular gunshot wound would take at least a week to fully heal.


  She worried that the wound might worsen, prolonging his pain. No matter how briefly, she didn’t want him to suffer.


  With her thoughts spinning, Eileen’s mind overloaded, and an absurd suggestion tumbled out.


  “I-I’ll get on top!”


  The words slipped out in sheer desperation, an instinctive attempt to shift their positions. But the unintended implications made her freeze.


  Cesare’s hands tightened around her waist as he gazed up at her, his crimson eyes shimmering in the lamplight. Her heart clenched painfully at the faint, inexplicable urgency she thought she saw in his gaze.


  It was a foolish thought, and she chastised herself for it. But before she could quell her emotions, Cesare spoke, his voice calm and sincere.


  “I’m sorry, Eileen.” 


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 142


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The moment Eileen heard those words, her heart sank as though it had fallen into an abyss. She had never imagined, even in her wildest dreams, that such words would come from Cesare’s mouth.


  Cesare, who had likely never apologized to anyone in his life, had just spoken something resembling an admission of fault for the first time. Perhaps that was why her already racing heart pounded even harder.


  To think she had made His Grace, the Archduke, say such a thing! Eileen felt she should kneel immediately, drop to the floor beside the bed, and beg for forgiveness, claiming she was the one at fault.


  “P-please don’t say that to me.”


  “Why not?”


  When Eileen stammered, trying to dissuade him, Cesare’s voice carried a hint of curiosity.


  “B-because, of course, Your Grace is the Grand Duke and…”


  “And you are the Grand Duchess.”


  Eileen’s attempt to explain why Cesare should never apologize was quickly silenced by his words. Nobles held it as a virtue to refrain from apologizing lightly, especially those of higher rank. Apologizing to someone of a lower station was seen as unbefitting and unnecessary.


  But Cesare had said he and Eileen were the same. As the Archduke and Archduchess, they were equals—at least on the surface.


  Caught off guard, Eileen couldn’t find the words to counter him. She could only open and close her mouth silently.


  “I’d like it if my Grand Duchess gave me a kiss,” Cesare said, tilting his chin slightly upward. The movement made his gaze sharpen, and his half-lidded eyes took on an alluring curve. His deep, velvety voice flowed out like a quiet ripple.


  “Because I shouldn’t do it first.”


  Looking down at him, Eileen regretted her choices. She should have ignored him and left the room the moment he first started talking about flowers.


  But the moment he mentioned rosemary and she corrected him with orange jasmine, it was already too late.


  Staring into his crimson eyes, Eileen found it hard to refuse. He somehow seemed unsteady, though she knew that couldn’t possibly be true. It was a sentiment she couldn’t quite understand, nor could she ignore it.


  Eventually, Eileen reached out, gently resting her hand on his chest as she leaned in. Her lips brushed his lightly before pulling away.


  “…”


  Though their lips parted, their gazes remained locked. She was close enough to count the streaks that ran through his crimson irises.


  Cesare, who had been silently watching her, leaned in first this time. His tongue brushed teasingly against her closed lips, prompting Eileen to reluctantly open her mouth to accept him.


  His kiss was much deeper and more lingering than her hesitant one. When their lips finally parted, Eileen instinctively bit her wet lips and tried to rise.


  But a large hand pressed against her back, pinning her down. She fell against him, her chest pressed tightly to his firm torso.


  Her sensitive n!pples, already stiff, brushed against his body. The faint friction sent tingles through her, making her blink rapidly.


  It had been some time since they’d last been intimate—Eileen had been avoiding him. The heat of his body felt both unfamiliar and deeply ingrained.


  Cesare lowered his lips to her neck, trailing a long, deliberate lick over her skin. Eileen trembled, swallowing a whimper. Yet when a small sound escaped her lips, Cesare’s brows furrowed.


  His hand pressed more firmly on her back as he began to undo the buttons of her dress. His disregard for his injury showed in his actions.


  Eileen caught his hand gently and straightened her posture. Sitting atop his abdomen, she began unfastening the buttons herself.


  As each button came undone, the color in Cesare’s eyes grew darker, deeper. Eileen watched the shifting hue, her voice barely above a whisper. “Won’t you make that promise?”


  Her quiet question made him frown, but he followed it with a soft chuckle. Eileen blinked, confused by his sudden laughter.


  ‘Is he laughing because my question doesn’t fit the moment?’


  But if not now, when? This moment—when they were closest—felt like the perfect time to broach such a difficult topic.


  After a moment’s hesitation, she had asked, but something seemed off. Cesare reached for her, brushing his fingers lightly over the back of her hand.


  “It’s not intentional, I’m sure.”


  His fingers caressed her skin, and she flinched slightly. Cesare noticed every subtle shift in her body, his gaze capturing every reaction.


  “But that makes it all the more frightening.”


  “W-why?”


  Her confusion deepened as warmth and firmness pressed against her from below. The sensation made her eyes widen in shock.


  Cesare said nothing, only smiling as his fingers resumed their delicate touch. His silent urging coaxed her to continue unfastening her buttons, her words stumbling over themselves.


  “If I don’t ask now… when will I ever? You wouldn’t answer me anyway…”


  “I promise.”


  Her fumbling hands stilled at his sudden response. She looked at him in surprise, only for Cesare to lift her effortlessly. He leaned back against the headboard, settling Eileen atop his lap.


  Her legs parted wide as she straddled him, their bodies pressed tightly together. The unmistakable sensation of his thick, aroused length pressed against her most sensitive spot.


  The explicit contact froze her in place, and Cesare used the moment to tear her clothing apart. The buttons she had painstakingly undone were scattered everywhere as fabric gave way to his force.


  “I won’t get hurt recklessly—not without your permission.”


  With that, he buried his face in her chest, his actions urgent and hungry.


  His hands kneaded her breasts as his teeth pulled at her undergarments, baring her taut nipples. He immediately captured one in his mouth, sucking deeply.


  Eileen had intended to proceed carefully and slowly, but Cesare’s unrelenting pace threw her off. She tried, in vain, to stop him.


  “Ah! Don’t use that hand!” she exclaimed, worried about his injured shoulder. She caught his wrist, only for him to entwine their fingers, holding her firmly.


  “You promised… not to overdo it…” she whispered, her fingers tightening slightly in his grip.


  At her words, the strength in his hand lessened. Eileen hesitated, then gently ran her free hand through his hair.


  “If you don’t keep your promise… then I’ll…” Her voice trembled as she trailed off.


  “You’ll?” Cesare prompted, lifting his head slightly. His crimson eyes bore into hers, as if gauging the truth of her unspoken threat.


  Eileen bit her lip, hesitating for a moment before finally blurting out, “…I’ll get hurt too.”


  The words startled her, and she quickly glanced at him, anxiety flickering in her eyes. Cesare, still resting his head against her chest, slowly lifted it. His crimson gaze met hers, scrutinizing, as if searching for the truth behind her words.


  Eileen held his stare, her heart pounding. After a beat, Cesare exhaled a soft, low chuckle.


  “Then I’ll have to be careful.”


  Even as he spoke, his hands wandered lower. His fingers slipped beneath her undergarments, pressing gently but firmly. Eileen gasped at the intrusion.


  “Ah…!”


  The sudden sensation left her breathless, her body reacting instinctively as tension coiled in her lower belly. Her walls clenched around his probing fingers, and Cesare moved them deftly, teasing and coaxing her.


  “Don’t go yet,” he murmured, his thumb brushing over her sensitive bud. “If you finish too quickly, it’ll be hard on you.”


  His soft, deliberate strokes blended pleasure and teasing, drawing cries from her lips. Trembling, Eileen tried to pull away.


  “I-I still… have more to ask… ah, wait…”


  Her words broke into gasps as Cesare continued his ministrations, the wet sounds of her arousal filling the room.


  Tears pricked her eyes as she clung to him. With a trembling voice, she finally asked, “Wh-why… did you… get shot? Please… tell me…”


  Her broken plea made him pause. He raised his head, gazing at her as she pressed a kiss to his forehead.


  “Please…” she whispered, her gaze locking with his, eyes brimming with tears.


  Cesare sighed softly, a rare, tender smile curving his lips.


  “I truly can’t win against you,” he murmured, his voice tinged with a quiet defeat.


  Then, with a mischievous glint in his eyes, he asked, “Who taught you to make requests while kissing me?”
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  Cesare urged her in a low, commanding voice, and Eileen instinctively tensed, her body curling inward.


  The question was so obvious that she didn’t know how to answer. It was so self-evident, yet it left her confused.


  She hesitated, second-guessing herself. Was this truly the right answer? But no better alternative came to mind, so she mumbled timidly, “…You, Cesare.”


  Everything about Eileen was rooted in Cesare. Even the habit of kissing to diffuse difficult situations was something she had learned from him.


  Cesare, who had been watching her intently, suddenly lowered his head and chuckled softly. After a moment, still smiling, he pressed his lips to her collarbone and murmured, “That too… is my fault.”


  Eileen wanted to ask what he meant, but she had no chance. His fingers, which had been moving slowly inside her, now quickened their pace.


  Her breaths came in shaky gasps, and she shut her eyes tightly. The wet, eager flesh between her legs clung greedily to his fingers.


  “Ah, ahh…”


  Her chest rose and fell with her shallow breathing. As her body curled inward and tremulous moans escaped her, he rolled his tongue over her n!pple, licking and teasing. After sucking on the stiffened bud, he asked casually in his deep voice.


  “Anything else you’re curious about?”


  “Ah… h-hold on… I have a lot… but…”


  His actions left no room for her to actually form the questions she wanted to ask. Instead, pleasure coiled tightly in her belly.


  Her mouth watered, and a precarious sensation of impending release rippled through her abdomen. Her entire body tensed, her inner muscles clenching and her sensitive bud swelling with heat and arousal.


  Each thrust of his fingers deeper into her soaked core pulled more unrestrained moans from her lips. When his palm pressed against her and his hooked fingers curled to rake across her inner walls, her restraint crumbled.


  “I-I’m going to… ah, I’m going to—!”


  “No, Eileen,” Cesare interrupted, his voice both firm and coaxing. “Not yet. You need to come with me inside you.”


  “Hngh… I can’t…!”


  Desperation made her reach down, her trembling hand gripping his arm to stop him. The muscles of his forearm flexed under her touch, the veins beneath his skin rising against her palm.


  Cesare’s expression tightened subtly. Eileen stared up at him, her mind hazy from the intense heat pooling within her. 


  Her body begged for release, unable to bear the tension anymore. Clinging to his arm, she pleaded, “Then can you… put it in now?”


  Her thoughts flashed to the usual prelude to their intimacy, where Cesare would use his mouth to prepare her. But now, with his injury and the thorough work his fingers had already done, she added hesitantly, “You can’t… use your mouth because of your wound, and… I think I’m ready… it’s been so long, but your fingers… they’re enough…”


  Her words tumbled out, unfiltered in their need. She looked at him with wide, pleading eyes.


  “I can’t hold it anymore…”


  Her desperation must have reached him because, fortunately, he didn’t refuse. Instead, he nodded slightly.


  Even Eileen, often oblivious to subtleties, could see what Cesare wanted in that moment. She leaned down and planted a soft, noisy kiss on his lips.


  Still, Cesare remained motionless, watching her quietly. Emboldened, Eileen timidly extended her tongue, licking at his lips.


  Finally, Cesare parted his lips, drawing her tongue into his mouth with a quiet sucking sound. The kiss deepened, wet and languid, as her lips and tongue danced with his.


  Even as his tongue toyed with hers, she couldn’t ignore the persistent sensation of his fingers inside her, stirring her closer and closer to release. She squeezed her eyes shut, holding back the ticklish, electric pleasure that coursed through her.


  She wanted to grind against his hand, to take more of the intense friction that would push her over the edge. Just a little more stimulation, and she would finally find release. 


  But she was determined to hold back—determined to save that clim@x for when he was inside her.


  “Mm…”


  Trying to distract herself, she mimicked what Cesare often did to her during their kisses. She traced her tongue along the edges of his teeth, reaching out to flick against the roof of his mouth.


  In her nervous efforts, she didn’t notice the saliva that dripped from the corner of her lips. When she did, startled, she pulled back, but Cesare caught the trail of spit with his tongue, licking it clean.


  After thoroughly licking her lips until they glistened, Cesare finally withdrew his fingers from her. Eileen’s breath hitched as she met his gaze, watching him bring his fingers to his mouth. Without hesitation, he licked away her arousal, savoring it with a quiet groan.


  “Take it out,” he commanded, his voice low and rough with desire.


  The hand that had been clasped with hers released, giving her the freedom to move. Taking a deep, steadying breath, Eileen looked down.


  Carefully, she stripped off the remaining garments that clung to her body. Then, with trembling hands, she reached for the waistband of his pants.


  Unfastening the button and tugging down the fabric revealed his straining erection, thick and heavy. The swollen head glistened with prec*m, the bead of fluid dripping down the shaft.


  “…”


  Though she had seen it before, Eileen couldn’t help but pause, feeling a mix of awe and nervousness. Cesare’s size was intimidating, as always.


  ‘How does he manage to carry something like this around every day?’


  Her thoughts wandered absurdly before she tentatively reached out, her fingertips brushing against him. His heat radiated through her touch, making her throat dry as she swallowed hard.


  “I’ll… do it. Since you’re injured…” she murmured, her voice trailing off as her gaze darted away from his face to his chest.


  Cesare had always been the one to take the lead, so this was uncharted territory for her. Even aligning their bodies proved challenging as she fumbled with his shaft, trying to position him correctly.


  Her nervous movements caused his length to slip, the thick head brushing against her swollen nub and trailing up her lower belly. Sticky prec*m smeared against her skin, leaving a damp, heated trail.


  “Hah… ah…”


  The inadvertent stimulation sent jolts of pleasure through her. She gasped, her body twitching instinctively.


  Cesare steadied her, his hand wrapping around his shaft to guide it. Pressing the head to her entrance, he murmured, “Here. This is where it goes.”


  Eileen couldn’t suppress the soft clenching of her core as her body responded eagerly. She flushed deeply, ashamed of how her body practically begged for him, but the desire drowned out any embarrassment.


  Slowly, she began to lower herself, her walls stretching to accommodate his girth. The sensation was overwhelming—both a delicious fullness and a burn that bordered on too much.


  “Ah… ahh…!”


  A soft cry escaped her lips as she sank further, inch by inch. The feeling of being filled to the brim sent her head spinning.


  ‘He’s… inside…’


  Each advance of his thick sh@ft pushed her walls wider, forcing her body to adjust to his size. The snug fit had her trembling, her core spasming as heat pooled low in her belly.


  Unable to resist the instinctual urge, she arched her back, pressing her chest forward. Her sensitive n!pples brushed against Cesare’s face as if begging for his attention.


  Cesare took the invitation, his tongue flicking over a taut bud before he gently bit down. At the same time, his hand slid up her back, tracing the curve of her spine.


  Encouraged by his touch, Eileen moved cautiously, easing herself further onto him. But a sharp nip to her n!pple startled her, and her control faltered. She sank down suddenly, taking him to the hilt in one abrupt motion.


  “…!”


  The tip of his c*ck slammed against her cerv!x, sending a jolt of pain and pleasure through her. She froze, her eyes wide as stars burst behind her vision.


  Her breath hitched, her body convulsing as waves of sensation radiated outward. The tightness in her core tightened further, squeezing him in a pulsating grip.


  “Hah… hah…!” 


  Struggling to catch her breath, she trembled uncontrollably. Sticky fluid dripped from where their bodies were joined, pooling onto his thighs. 


  Cesare’s intense gaze bore into her, his crimson eyes dark with hunger. His hands gripped her hips, his fingers digging into her soft flesh.


  She whimpered, pressing her palm against his chest in a feeble attempt to hold him still.


  “Don’t… don’t move,” she pleaded. “I’ll do it today… all of it…”


  Leaning forward, she kissed him clumsily, her tearful eyes meeting his as she whispered, “Just… guide me.” 


  Cesare chuckled low in his throat, his lips brushing against hers as he murmured, “Do you even know how?”


  “…Not really,” she admitted shyly, her hands awkwardly resting against his chest.


  Despite her uncertainty, she wanted to please him. She hesitated, then softly asked, “Will you teach me… how to make you feel good?”
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  As Eileen considered the possibility of rejection, a wave of hesitation washed over her. She recalled a time when she had suggested pleasuring him orally, only to be sharply reprimanded for her boldness.


  But this time, Cesare didn’t scold her. Instead, he smiled again, his expression soft yet teasing.


  “There’s nothing to teach, really.”


  His words left Eileen momentarily adrift. Everything new she had ever learned, she had learned from Cesare. If he claimed there was nothing left to teach her, it felt as though she had lost her way entirely. Her fingers twitched nervously against his chest.


  ‘I don’t even know where to put my hands right now…’


  The awkwardness of her uncertainty hung in the air. Sensing her discomfort, Cesare gently guided her hands, placing them on his taut abdomen. Her palms met his warm, slightly damp skin, and the firm muscles beneath flexed at her touch. She tentatively lifted her hips, her movements slow and hesitant.


  The sensitive inner walls of her core rubbed against him as she shifted, sending a shiver down her spine. A soft, involuntary sound escaped her parted lips, the heat pooling in her belly intensifying as his length twitched inside her. Every ridge and vein of his shaft pressed against her most sensitive spots, making her hyper-aware of every detail.


  She took her time, raising her hips until the tip of his c*ck teased her entrance, poised at the edge. It took what felt like an eternity for her to pull away completely, partly because of the deliberate slowness of her movements and partly due to the sheer length of him. 


  Once again, Eileen glanced at Cesare, searching his expression to confirm if she was doing it right. Their gazes met, and her lips parted slightly, as if awaiting his feedback.


  His crimson eyes bore into hers as his large hand wrapped around her thigh, effortlessly gripping it with his strength. He held her trembling leg firmly, pressing her downward once more. 


  With his guidance, she sank back onto him, his sh@ft filling her inch by inch. The sensation of being stretched so completely stole her breath away.


  The intensity of his gaze didn’t waver, and Eileen couldn’t look away. His deep red eyes were alight with an unrestrained hunger, the fiery need radiating from him palpable. The moment their gazes locked, an uncontrollable wave of arousal coursed through her, and her body responded, wetness pooling within.


  “…I should have waited for you to take the lead,” Cesare murmured, his voice low and husky. His lips parted slightly, and he licked them slowly, as if savoring the moment.


  His fingers pressed into her thighs one last time, pushing her firmly downward until she was seated fully on him.


  “Hah!” A soft cry escaped Eileen as he whispered, his tone low and rough, “But your husband has no patience.”


  The sensitive spot where her cervix met the head of his shaft was pressed deeply once more. Unlike the sudden thrusts of before, this was a slow, deliberate pressure, coaxing her to the brink but not pushing her over.


  Eileen whimpered, her words reduced to incoherent murmurs. The urge to respond was there, but her body refused to obey. She bit down on her lip, trying to stifle the sounds escaping her, and swallowed hard. Her gaze flickered back to Cesare, whose eyes burned with intensity, as if he might consume her whole.


  Eileen had always thought she was the only one who dwelled on their nights together. How many times had she blushed to herself, recalling the firmness of his body beneath his shirt or the nights where his touch left her trembling? She had convinced herself that her yearning was one-sided, that Cesare viewed their union as a duty—something he indulged her in with patience and magnanimity.


  But as she gazed down at him now, seeing his raw desire laid bare, her thoughts unraveled.


  He was waiting for her. Just as she had longed for him, he had been yearning for this moment as well.


  The realization sent a surge of emotion through her. She couldn’t quite put it into words, but she knew one thing for certain: she wanted to make him feel good. Even if she was clumsy and inexperienced, she was determined to do her best and make this night unforgettable for him.


  “Cesare…” she whispered, her voice thick with longing.


  Locking eyes with him, she began to move her hips, this time with more confidence. Her earlier hesitance gave way to a steady rhythm as she picked up speed, her movements becoming more fluid. 


  Every time she sank down onto him, the sensation was almost unbearable in its intensity. The pressure against her cerv!x sent waves of heat coursing through her, and she bit back the gasps that threatened to spill out.


  Despite her initial fear of taking him too deeply, Eileen made sure to lower herself fully with each thrust, letting his entire length fill her. She wanted him to feel all of her, just as she felt every inch of him.


  “Ah… Cesare… oh…”


  She kept calling his name, her breath hitching as she bounced on his lap. Her thighs slapped against his hips, and the wet sound of their joining grew louder, the slickness between them coating his groin and making her movements smoother.


  The sound of her mo@ns and the wet, rhythmic squelching echoed through the room, filling the air between them. With each thrust, her arousal pooled more, soaking them both and dripping onto the sheets below. 


  The sensation of his c*ck brushing her inner walls and nudging her most sensitive spot again and again made it impossible to think clearly. Her swollen nub throbbed with need, and her legs trembled as she fought to keep control.


  She wanted to last until Cesare reached his peak, but her body had other plans. The relentless stimulation was too much, and she felt herself nearing the edge once again.


  Eileen clenched her teeth, trying to hold on. But maintaining control while moving her body this way proved far more difficult than she’d anticipated.


  Her struggle didn’t go unnoticed by Cesare. When her movements faltered for a brief moment, he reached up, his fingers finding her swollen cl!t. He pressed down lightly, and she cried out in response.


  “Ahh!”


  His touch was both gentle and firm, teasing her in a way that left her utterly helpless. He adjusted her position slightly, encouraging her to lean forward so her cl!t could grind against his abdomen as she moved.


  The additional stimulation sent shockwaves through her. She blushed furiously, mortified by how her most sensitive part was pressed against his hard stomach. Even though they had been intimate so many times, this blatant exposure of her arousal made her feel unbearably shy.


  “You’re so swollen,” Cesare murmured, his lips brushing against the curve of her neck. His voice was low and coaxing as he added, “Don’t hold back. Let go.”


  His words were her undoing. Unable to resist, she clenched her eyes shut and resumed moving. With each thrust, her swollen nub dragged against him, sending sparks of pleasure racing through her body. The simultaneous stimulation inside and out was too much.


  “Hah… ah… Cesare…!”


  Her voice rose as her movements became erratic, her body trembling uncontrollably. She was barely aware of the way her saliva dripped from her parted lips or the tear-filled haze clouding her vision. All she knew was the unbearable pleasure building inside her until it reached its breaking point.


  “Ahhh!”


  Her cl!max hit her like a wave crashing over her, pulling her under completely. A gush of fluid spilled from her, soaking Cesare’s abdomen and pooling between them.


  Utterly spent, Eileen collapsed against his chest, tears streaming down her face as she trembled in the aftermath of her release. Her walls continued to pulse around him, milking his c*ck as if unwilling to let go.


  Cesare stroked her hair gently, his touch soothing as he murmured, “Don’t worry, Eileen…”


  Before she could process his words, she felt his hand press firmly against her lower back, pinning her in place.


  “Now it’s my turn.” His voice was low and dangerous, like a predator ready to pounce.


  And then, without warning, he began to move, his hips snapping upward in powerful thrusts.
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  Cesare’s movements were nothing like the slow, tentative rhythm Eileen had set before. His rough, unrelenting thrusts took her breath away, leaving her unable to do more than gasp for air.


  “Ah—wait, ah! P-please, just a moment…!” she cried out, her voice trembling.


  But Cesare showed no intention of slowing down. Held firmly in his grasp, Eileen was utterly at his mercy, her body jolting with each forceful thrust.


  He violently hit the areas that were stimulated by shaking her hips earlier.


  The places she had tentatively stimulated earlier were now being assaulted with raw intensity. Her swollen cl!t, which had been brushing against his firm abdomen, was now ruthlessly ground against him. Her cerv!x, which he had previously teased by pressing gently against, was now repeatedly struck by the unyielding force of his thrusts.


  Her innermost walls, already loosened from her previous cl!max, struggled to contain him as he drove into her over and over again. The sensation of being stretched so thoroughly, combined with the relentless pounding, made Eileen’s entire body quiver.


  She tried to squirm away, seeking relief from the overwhelming sensations. But Cesare’s hand pressed firmly against her back, pinning her in place. No matter how her body tried to retreat, he held her steady, his movements unwavering.


  The more Cesare indulged his own desires, the more Eileen found herself swept up in the overwhelming pleasure. When she had moved on her own, she had instinctively avoided pushing herself beyond her limits. Cesare, however, had no such restraint. He continued to thrust into her even as she trembled and cried out, showing no signs of stopping.


  Eileen’s mind blanked with each thrust, her ability to think rationally consumed by the sheer intensity of the sensations. Her body responded instinctively, gasping and moaning like a wild creature, stripped of all pretense.


  The sound of their bodies colliding filled the room, accompanied by Eileen’s broken cries. Her sweat-drenched skin clung to his, adding a sticky rhythm to the slap of flesh against flesh. As he drove into her, Eileen felt another wave of pleasure rising, unstoppable.


  Her release tore through her, a shuddering, all-consuming cl!max that left her body trembling uncontrollably. She curled into herself as the sensation rippled through her, her back arching as she clung to him.


  “Hah… ahhh…!” Her voice broke as her body convulsed, her trembling limbs wrapping tightly around him. But Cesare didn’t stop. His hands found her bre@sts, kneading and pinching her sensitive n!pples, prolonging the raw, overwhelming sensations.


  It was a cruel and painful caress for her body that had just org@smed. Eileen desperately pleaded with him.


  “Ah, no—p-please, I just—hngh—just came…!” Eileen pleaded, her voice a mix of desperation and helplessness.


  But Cesare silenced her protests with a deep kiss, his tongue sweeping against the roof of her mouth. The sudden intrusion sent a smaller, sharper cl!max jolting through her, leaving her gasping against his lips. She barely noticed the wetness spilling from her once more, further soaking his abdomen.


  “I said no,” Eileen murmured weakly, her voice laced with a mix of frustration and embarrassment. But Cesare only smirked, his low, husky voice brushing against her ear as he murmured, “You always say that. But your body loves it.”


  His voice was darker than usual, roughened by his own pleasure. Eileen’s teary eyes blinked up at him, her lashes damp as she struggled to focus. Cesare leaned down, his tongue flicking over her trembling lashes, tasting the evidence of her tears.


  His pace grew even rougher, his powerful movements leaving Eileen reeling. Her body melted into the sheets beneath her as he leaned forward, trapping her fully under his weight. His breath was hot against her neck, his lips brushing her skin as his hips snapped against hers with brutal precision.


  Eileen could feel the tension in his body, the way his muscles strained and his teeth clenched as he neared his peak. She knew the signs well, her own body instinctively adjusting to accommodate him. She spread her legs wider, allowing him to reach deeper.


  Cesare groaned, the sound guttural and raw as he wrapped an arm tightly around her waist, pulling her even closer. His c*ck swelled inside her, the tip grinding against her cerv!x  in sharp, rhythmic bursts.


  “Ah… Cesare, ahhh…” Eileen’s voice cracked as she cried out, her body shaking with another wave of pleasure. The heat coiling inside her refused to dissipate, growing stronger with each thrust.


  “I-it feels… strange,” she whimpered, her voice trembling. “I… I can’t…!”


  Her words faltered as her body betrayed her, her walls tightening around him in a desperate attempt to push him over the edge. She felt him pulse within her, his c*ck twitching as he finally reached his limit.


  Cesare groaned deeply, his hips pressing flush against hers as he came, filling her completely. The warmth of his release spilled into her, flooding her already oversensitive body.


  “Hah… Eileen,” he sighed, his voice rough as he buried himself fully within her. His release was long and overwhelming, his movements slowing but never ceasing. Even as he spilled into her, his c*ck remained firm, grinding gently against her inner walls as if savoring the aftershocks of his cl!max.


  Eileen collapsed against him, her body spent and trembling. Her breaths came in shallow, shaky gasps as she clung to him, her fingers weakly grasping his arms.


  “I… I can’t believe… you’re still…” she murmured, her voice barely audible.


  Cesare chuckled softly, pressing a gentle kiss to her forehead. “Still not done with you, my Eileen.”


  Before she could process his words, he shifted, pulling out of her with a deliberate slowness that left her gasping. He flipped her over onto her back, his hands firm yet careful as he positioned her.


  “C-Cesare…?” she stammered, her voice laced with exhaustion and confusion.


  But he didn’t answer. Instead, he spread her legs wide, exposing the mess of their combined fluids that dripped from her swollen entrance. He studied her for a moment before aligning himself once more.


  The sudden intrusion stole her breath, her head tipping back as his c*ck drove back inside her with one swift motion.


  “Ahhh!”


  Cesare leaned down, pressing her into the bed as he whispered against her ear, “You said you had questions, didn’t you?”


  She called his name in embarrassment, and Cesare spread her v@gina with both hands. Then, her v@ginal opening, soaked with love juice and s*men, was clearly revealed. He seemed to check her v@gina for a moment, and then immediately thrust his pen!s.


  It was really mean of him to ask her when she couldn’t even speak properly. Eileen groaned with her butt*cks raised high, her insides sinking.


  “Right now, ahh, sssh, hhh, I want to ask you now, hhhh!”


  His long fingers pinched her cl!toris spitefully. Eileen immediately tightened her thighs and cried. Cesare whispered while biting Eileen’s ear.


  “The bed is all wet…”


  It wasn’t just the water dripping from under the silk. Saliva continued to flow from her lips as they struggled to close due to the intense pleasure. There were also tears dripping down, so it felt like all the water in her body was being squeezed out.


  As soon as Eileen wet the bed sheets, Cesare continued to insert her while teasing her n!pples as if he had been waiting for it.


  He kneaded her bre@sts with his hands, and teased her n!pples between his fingers. At the same time, he kept crushing and inserting his member inside her. He asked while thrusting his pen!s deep into Eileen.


  “What… haah… do you want to know?”


  “Yes, I.., ah!”


  “You have to be honest, tell me, will you forgive me?”


  The word forgiveness felt unfamiliar to Eileen. It was because she was not in a position to forgive him. Eileen was dragged along by Cesare, barely able to utter the words.


  “How could I, ugh, dare to forgive Cesare, ah!”


  Cesare’s movements became more intense. Eileen screamed as he bit her neck hard and struck her roughly. Cesare let out a groaning laugh.


  “Who else but you can forgive me?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 146


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Before Eileen could fully process the meaning of his words, another cl!max overtook her. Trembling uncontrollably, she gripped the bedsheets, her fingers clawing at them, before her hands instinctively reached out to grab Cesare’s forearm.


  The touch of her delicate fingers caused the muscles in his arm to tense, the veins beneath his skin standing out in sharp relief. Strangely, the firmness of his arm brought her a sense of reassurance. With a faint whimper, Eileen arched her back, lifting her hips to allow him to penetrate even deeper.


  The rhythmic collision of their bodies left her breathless. Her reddened skin glistened as her hips met his relentless thrusts, the force of each movement flattening her soft flesh beneath him. The intensity made her lightheaded, her breath escaping in shallow, ragged gasps.


  The disjointed rhythm of her breathing left her moans thin and fragmented. Desperate to alleviate the overwhelming depth of his thrusts, she tried to widen her legs. However, her attempts were immediately hindered by Cesare’s powerful thighs, which pressed against her own. Her only response was to curl her toes tightly, her body unable to do anything else but surrender.


  “Ah… it feels strange… hngh, it just… won’t stop…” Her words came out in broken sobs, her voice cracking under the intensity of her pleasure.


  Her cl!max showed no signs of subsiding, the relentless waves of sensation leaving her on the verge of madness. Her thoughts were completely consumed by pleasure, her mind no longer her own. She bit down on Cesare’s fingers as if trying to resist the overwhelming sensations, her teeth leaving small, desperate indentations.


  What might have been a desperate act of defiance only seemed to please Cesare further. He groaned low and deep, as though savoring the marks she left on him. Gently, he pushed his fingers deeper into her mouth, inviting her to continue.


  Eileen’s senses were overwhelmed. She already felt full to the point of bursting from the length of his c*ck inside her, and the addition of his fingers in her mouth only heightened her awareness. It was as though her body was completely occupied—above and below—leaving her no room to think or resist.


  Even her attempts to bite down on his fingers felt like part of the overwhelming intimacy, as if her every move was a contribution to his pleasure. His c*ck pulsed within her, moving with an almost primal intensity, and her walls clung to him, trembling with each deep thrust.


  The sensations grew unbearable. Eileen’s body convulsed as small, uncontrollable tremors coursed through her lower half. With his fingers pressing against her tongue, she let out a high-pitched cry, her voice muffled as his thrusts pushed her further and further toward the edge.


  Then, all at once, a sharp sensation shot through her lower body—a feeling of release so intense it momentarily blinded her. Her vision went black, and for a fleeting moment, she lost consciousness.


  When her senses returned, she found herself crying out, her voice strained and desperate as she experienced yet another cl!max. “Hahhh!”


  She realized that, in the moments she’d blacked out, her entire body had been left trembling, her skin prickling with goosebumps. Her limbs felt weak and useless, and her head shook uncontrollably as she tried to ground herself. She bit down harder on Cesare’s fingers, her overwhelmed body seeking relief, but it only spurred him on.


  Despite her exhaustion, the tenderness of his movements only frustrated her. Her body, now inflamed with an almost animalistic heat, craved something rougher—something to satisfy the fire burning within her. With tears streaming down her face, she begged him:


  “Cesare… please… more…”


  Her voice was muffled and slurred by his fingers pressing down on her tongue, but her desperation was unmistakable. She reached back, her trembling fingers trailing down his thigh in a feeble attempt to urge him on. Her broken cries mingled with sobs as she pleaded, “Please… don’t stop…”


  Cesare let out a soft chuckle, his amusement darkened by desire. He grasped both of her wrists firmly, pinning them to the mattress above her head. Then, with renewed vigor, he drove into her, his thrusts relentless and unyielding. The sheer force of his movements had her writhing beneath him, her voice breaking into a series of sobbing moans.


  “Ah… yes… it feels so good… so good…!” Her words were incoherent, barely able to capture the extent of the pleasure flooding through her. She could only repeat the same phrases, her breath hitching with every word.


  Cesare’s crimson eyes darkened as he watched her unravel beneath him. Her flushed, tear-streaked face, the way her body twisted and arched—every reaction of hers drove him closer to his own breaking point.


  The raw intimacy of their connection was overwhelming. For Cesare, each sound, each movement Eileen made was a visceral reminder of her existence. In this moment, she was entirely his, and that knowledge ignited something primal within him.


  As their bodies moved together, Eileen instinctively opened herself to him further, allowing him to reach depths she hadn’t known she could take. The pleasure was almost unbearable, but she welcomed it, clinging to the one truth she could grasp: it was Cesare giving her this.


  “Cesare… Cesare…!” She called his name repeatedly, her voice filled with unrestrained longing.


  Her disheveled hair clung to her damp skin, strands falling loose from the neat style she had worn earlier. Even her ears, poking out from the tousled strands, were flushed red. The sight of her, trembling and undone, was enough to break Cesare’s control.


  Unable to resist, he bit down gently on the edge of her ear, eliciting a sharp gasp from her. Eileen turned her head toward him, meeting his lips in a kiss that was both desperate and clumsy. She mimicked what he had taught her, licking and biting at his lips before pressing her tongue against his.


  The kiss was enough to push Cesare over the edge. With a deep groan, he froze, his body trembling as he reached his cl!max. The thick heat of his release spilled into her, filling her completely.


  “Ahh… Cesare…” Eileen’s voice was soft and breathless, tinged with satisfaction as she felt him release deep inside her. She arched her back slightly, her body welcoming the sensation of fullness.


  As the waves of pleasure subsided, Eileen’s gaze lifted to meet Cesare’s. She noticed, through her half-lidded eyes, that he had never closed his own. Even during their most intimate moments, he had been watching her, his eyes filled with something indescribable.


  Though his cl!max had ended, Cesare didn’t pull away. Instead, he remained above her, pressing her into the mattress with his weight. His chest rested against her sweat-slicked back, his body covering hers almost entirely.


  “…Eileen,” he murmured, his voice soft and warm. He pressed a gentle kiss to her flushed cheek before moving slowly inside her once again, drawing out the lingering aftershocks of their union.


  Eileen let out a weak, trembling mo@n, her body shuddering from the slow, teasing movements. She had nothing left to give, her body completely spent. Her eyes fluttered shut, and, unable to fight her exhaustion any longer, she slipped into unconsciousness.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  When Eileen awoke, her surroundings had been tidied, her body cleaned, and her clothes replaced. She blinked in confusion, her gaze falling on the warm figure beside her. Cesare sat nearby, a book in hand, her head resting in his lap.


  The soft light of early dawn filled the room, casting a gentle glow over everything. Eileen stared up at him, her mind still clouded by sleep. Eventually, Cesare lowered his gaze to meet hers. They shared a silent moment, their eyes locked as the world around them seemed to fade away.


  It had been so long since they’d shared a moment like this. The bed, which had felt so empty when she was alone, now seemed comfortably full. It was a curious feeling, one that left her both content and confused.


  Cesare reached out, his fingers brushing lightly against her forehead. “You said you wanted a day with me,” he murmured, his tone soft.


  His hand moved to her cheek, the touch gentle and tender. “Have you decided what you want to do?”


  Eileen shook her head slowly, still too drowsy to form coherent thoughts. Cesare chuckled softly, his fingers tangling in her hair as he idly played with the soft strands.


  “Perhaps a trip, then?” he mused. “Just for a day or two.”


  Her eyes widened slightly at the suggestion. She wanted to respond, but her eyelids felt heavy. “A… trip…?”


  Her voice was hoarse, the words barely audible. Cesare’s hand moved to her lips, his fingers brushing the soft curve of her mouth. “If that’s what you want.”


  “Yes…” she whispered, her voice trembling with quiet hope. “I’d like that…”


  Cesare smiled faintly, his expression softening as he gazed at her. Eileen opened her mouth again, her thoughts drifting to the question she had wanted to ask for so long.


  “Cesare…” she murmured, her voice faltering. “That thing I’ve been curious about… I want to ask now…”


  His smile deepened, as though he had expected this moment all along. The look in his eyes stirred something in her, a strange thought that had been lingering at the edge of her consciousness.


  It was a foolish thought, a presumptuous and arrogant one, but she couldn’t help herself. Everything he did seemed to be for her sake. Even the strange, supernatural state of his body…


  “Is it… because of me?” she asked hesitantly, her voice barely above a whisper. “Is that why… you became like this?”


  There was no immediate answer. The silence stretched on, long and heavy, as she fought against the drowsiness pulling her back under. Just as she was about to fall asleep again, Cesare’s low voice broke the quiet.


  “Of course not,” he replied, his words steady and calm.


  It was his first lie. 


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 147


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The ominous events that unfolded during the hunting festival filled the citizens of the Traon Empire with dread. The hunting festival was a sacred ritual, offered to the gods as a prayer for the empire’s prosperity.


  Even the hunting tools and attire were strictly regulated during this holy ceremony, yet what transpired was not a ritual sacrifice, but bloodshed.


  The first incident was the desecration of an altar crafted from cedarwood and adorned with flowers, now stained with the blood of a beast. The second was an attack on the empire’s hero, Cesare, who was shot by an assassin.


  Even those who claimed not to believe in the gods could not help but feel unease, wondering if these events heralded a shadow of misfortune over the empire’s future.


  Whispers of conspiracy spread, suggesting that treacherous factions were plotting to tarnish Cesare’s achievements.


  While countless speculations arose, no one in the empire could have imagined that Cesare himself was the orchestrator of these events.


  Only a handful of nobles, privy to Cesare’s true nature, harbored suspicions about him. Yet even they lacked the certainty to accuse him outright.


  Such a scheme seemed utterly implausible. No matter how skilled the marksman hired, the risks of injury and potential infection from a gunshot wound were far too great.


  The nobles watched Cesare closely, but he spent his days quietly recuperating at the grand duchy, citing his injuries as the reason for his inactivity.


  Meanwhile, Cesare’s knights took to the task of investigating with fervor. They patrolled the forests of the hunting grounds, inspecting the camps of various nobles, and later interrogated Count Bonaparte, dismantling his prestigious family entirely.


  The once-powerful House of Bonaparte collapsed overnight, despite their desperate attempts to survive. But there was no escaping the precision with which the target had been aimed.


  Even the head of the family, the Count himself, was confined to the dungeons and subjected to relentless interrogation, leaving no hope for the family’s redemption.


  Amid these turbulent days, there was but one moment when Cesare’s knights set aside their tasks and gathered together.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “How does this look?” Diego asked, holding up a bouquet of flowers.


  Senon, adjusting the collar of his uniform with a picture book tucked under his arm, glanced briefly at the colorful roses and gave a half-hearted compliment.


  “Looks good.”


  Diego frowned at the lack of enthusiasm, but before he could respond, a wide grin spread across Senon’s face.


  “Lady Eileen!”


  Eileen had just stepped out of a car, carrying her own bouquet of roses. Like Diego, she held a bright arrangement in her arms. Senon quickly approached her, showering her with effusive praise.


  “What a delightful fragrance! These flowers are so vibrant and fresh. Just looking at them is a joy—though, of course, the most beautiful sight here is you, Lady Eileen.”


  While Senon rattled off compliments without pause, Diego glanced back and forth between his bouquet and Eileen’s. They didn’t seem all that different. Still, not wanting to be outdone, Diego stepped up to Eileen and offered his own praise for her flowers.


  Moments later, Michele arrived, pulling up in a military vehicle. She climbed out in a rush, nearly cursing under her breath before catching herself. Forcing a bright smile, she hurried toward Eileen.


  “I made it!” Michele declared, holding up a bottle of freshly squeezed orange juice with pride. Meanwhile, Lotan, who had arrived earlier, stepped forward to greet Eileen and the knights.


  In his large hands, he held a small teddy bear. The tiny, adorable toy looked completely mismatched with Lotan’s towering figure and muscular arms. Cradling the bear, he bowed his head in gratitude.


  “Thank you for coming. I know you must be very busy…”


  “I wanted to be here,” Eileen replied, shaking her head softly to ease his guilt.


  No matter how chaotic their schedules were, they all made it a point to free up time for this day. Though it wasn’t always possible for everyone to attend, they did their best to gather when they could.


  Last year, with the knights away on a campaign in Calpen, Eileen had come alone. This year, however, the group was complete, and the lively atmosphere was a welcome change.


  Together, Eileen and the knights walked toward a solitary gravestone, far removed from the main cemetery. Though modest in appearance, the headstone was meticulously maintained.


  Eileen and Diego laid their rose bouquets before the grave. Michele set down the bottle of orange juice, Senon placed the picture book, and Lotan gently added the teddy bear.


  The wind stirred, carrying the fragrant scent of roses. The group stood in silent contemplation, offering their respects to the departed.


  After a while, they quietly stepped away, leaving Lotan alone at the grave. It was their way of giving him private time with his daughter.


  The little girl had become a star in the sky many years ago. Barely ten years old, her life had been tragically cut short in a devastating fire.


  The scars on Lotan’s body were a testament to the lengths he had gone to save her. The tragedy, which had occurred when Eileen was just eleven, had shattered Lotan in both body and spirit. His recovery, though extraordinary, had been hard-won.


  Every year on this day, Eileen couldn’t help but think of the pain Lotan had endured. As a child at the time, there had been little she could do to help him, and the memory lingered heavily in her heart.


  Taking a deep breath, Eileen exhaled slowly. Michele, walking beside her, noticed immediately.


  “Lady Eileen, you must be tired from all this walking. Should I carry you?”


  The sudden offer startled Eileen, who quickly waved her hands in protest. “No, no, I’m fine.”


  Ahead of them, Diego and Senon turned to glance back, their expressions questioning. Eileen smiled brightly at them, reassuring them that everything was fine. Then, she gently tugged on Michele’s sleeve.


  “Michele?”


  The small gesture brought a faint smile to Michele’s lips. She quickly composed herself, answering with mock seriousness. “Yes, my lady?”


  “Could I borrow a bit of your time? Just for a moment.”


  “For you, I’d give all the time in the world.”


  Michele shooed Diego and Senon ahead, then led Eileen to the shade of a nearby tree. The early summer sun blazed overhead, and the cool shade offered a welcome relief.


  As they settled under the tree, a single green leaf fluttered down, landing on Eileen’s head. Michele, who towered over her, plucked the leaf away and tossed it aside with a flick of her wrist.


  Eileen watched the leaf fall to the ground, then finally broke the silence.


  “I have a question.”


  The confidence Michele had displayed moments earlier faltered. Eileen’s expression carried a weight that was impossible to ignore.


  “The person who shot Cesare during the hunting festival,” Eileen began, her green-gold eyes fixed on Michele’s face. “It was you, wasn’t it?”


  A faint smile spread across Michele’s face, as if she’d just heard an amusing joke. She scrunched her freckled nose in exaggerated disbelief.


  “Me? My lady, how could you even think such a thing?”


  “Cesare told me himself,” Eileen said calmly. “He said he orchestrated everything. He didn’t share the details, but…”


  The humor faded from Michele’s expression. Eileen’s gaze shifted briefly to the gun at Michele’s side before meeting her eyes again.


  “I can’t imagine he would trust anyone else with such a task. He must have given you the order personally.”


  Michele’s expression turned complicated. She was torn between pride at being recognized as Cesare’s most trusted weapon and the discomfort of having her role exposed so plainly.


  Caught in her hesitation, Michele neither confirmed nor denied Eileen’s words. Instead, she remained silent, weighing her response.


  “Michele,” Eileen said softly, her voice steady. “Do you know why Cesare did all of this?”


  For a moment, Michele wanted to say, ‘For you, of course.’ But even she and the other knights were only guessing at Cesare’s true motives. None of them could claim certainty, especially not when it involved Eileen.


  When Michele didn’t answer, Eileen lowered her gaze. The rustling of leaves filled the silence as she took a moment to gather her thoughts.


  “When I asked Cesare, he told me it wasn’t because of me. He’s never lied to me before, and I should trust his words.”


  Her voice wavered slightly as she continued. “But… I can’t stop these thoughts. They keep creeping in…”


  The golden-green light in her eyes dimmed with doubt, and Michele felt a pang in her chest. Before she could respond, Eileen looked up at her with a pleading expression.


  “Michele, will you help me?” 


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 148


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  “…he says so.”


  Michele let out a frustrated groan, gripping the oversized mug of beer in front of her. After taking a massive swig, she slammed it down with a dramatic exhale, yelling, “How could I possibly say no?”


  Her outburst drew a calm response from Senon, who sipped on his whiskey with his usual nonchalance. “It’s true. It’s hard to refuse Lady Eileen anything.”


  Unlike the others, who were nursing beer mugs, Senon had opted for whiskey. His composed demeanor as he sipped from his glass prompted Michele to wrinkle her nose and grumble. “You look like some noble lordling whenever you do that. It’s annoying.”


  “Not just ‘like,’ I am a lordling,” Senon retorted, causing Michele to narrow her eyes in mock irritation.


  Diego chuckled and jumped in, “He’s not wrong.”


  Senon’s face turned faintly red as he muttered, “Stop teasing.”


  Among the knights, Senon was the only one of noble descent. His father, a provincial magistrate and prominent local figure, had high hopes for him. However, as the family’s second son, Senon wasn’t set to inherit the title. While his father and elder brother expected him to assist with the family affairs, Senon had chosen Cesare instead. Despite his family’s vehement opposition, even severing ties, Senon had no regrets.


  Setting down his whiskey glass, Senon turned to Lotan, who had been silently drinking throughout the exchange. Lotan’s gaze was fixed on the glass he absently toyed with.


  The gathering of knights was taking place at Diego’s house. Adorned with surprisingly charming decor, it was a frequent meeting place for the group. Given how busy they’d been lately, it was a rare opportunity for everyone to come together after visiting the grave earlier in the day.


  Normally, Eileen would have joined them as well, but she had left early, likely to tend to Cesare. The knights, who had witnessed Cesare’s hand wound heal before their eyes, thought her concern excessive. Still, understanding that Eileen wasn’t accustomed to such things, they refrained from commenting and simply saw her off.


  “Lotan,” Senon called, breaking the silence. The other knights, including Diego and Michele, turned their attention to him. Lotan took a moment to respond, fingers brushing the rim of his glass as he seemed lost in thought.


  Lotan’s memories drifted back to the past. It was Eileen who had pulled him from the depths of despair after he lost his daughter. She had visited him consistently, bringing flowers or gifting him a teddy bear she had bought with her saved-up allowance.


  Though he felt ashamed to admit it, Lotan had come to see Eileen as a substitute for his late daughter, finding solace in watching her accomplish what his daughter never had the chance to.


  In a low voice, Lotan finally spoke. “We serve His Grace, but refusing Lady Eileen’s requests is another matter entirely.”


  His words drew a contemplative silence among the group. Despite their fearless reputations as Cesare’s knights, Eileen had a way of softening their resolve.


  As Michele rubbed her chest, muttering about how her heart still ached from Eileen’s earlier request, Diego broke the silence with a thought.


  “But if all of this really is for Lady Eileen…”


  The knights exchanged glances, sensing where Diego was heading. He continued, “…it makes sense why His Grace wouldn’t tell her.”


  His words hung in the air, filling the quiet room. The knights wrestled with their thoughts, unsure how to proceed. It was Michele who finally spoke up, a mischievous glint in her eye.


  “Well, in that case…”


  Her voice lowered conspiratorially. “What if we help Lady Eileen and… gain something for ourselves while we’re at it?”


  It was clear that Cesare’s elaborate scheme—to feign an attack on himself and dismantle Count Bonaparte’s household—was part of a larger plan. But there was another aspect that puzzled them.


  Cesare had deliberately orchestrated an incident involving a beast, causing it to desecrate the sacred altar at the hunting festival. It almost seemed like an attempt to sever any divine intervention in human affairs.


  “For us to truly support His Grace’s grand vision,” Michele added, emboldened by the alcohol, “we need to understand what’s really going on.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  According to legend, Morpheus, the god of dreams, could take the form of anyone the dreamer desired. From appearance to mannerisms, expressions to voice, he could mimic them so perfectly that no one could discern the illusion from reality. Dreamers would unknowingly play along in his crafted dreams, completely at his mercy.


  What had Cesare seen in his dreams?


  Eileen found herself wondering what version of her Cesare had encountered in his slumber. She wished she could step into his dream and see it for herself, but that was impossible, leaving her restless.


  “…”


  Suppressing a sigh—lest it disrupt her current experiment—Eileen bit her lip and carefully measured out crystalline granules of morphine derived from opium.


  Using a precise scale, she divided the crystals into 30 mg doses, pausing to deliberate her next steps.


  After countless trials, Eileen had succeeded in extracting pure analgesic compounds from opium. It had taken numerous failed experiments, involving heating, filtering, and adding ammonia, to finally achieve the crystallization process.


  Yet, she had never considered the effort taxing. For Eileen, any amount of work was worth it for tangible results.


  Now, however, as she reached the stage of human trials, she found herself hesitant.


  Her plan was to test the substance on herself first. With no detectable toxicity or severe side effects, it seemed safe enough. Still, she worried about alarming her staff or acquaintances if something unexpected happened.


  Another concern was her own lack of pain. As the creator of this new drug, she felt obligated to test its efficacy firsthand. But would she be able to find someone willing to trust an experimental drug, especially one as enigmatic as Morpheus?


  ‘To make this mutually beneficial,’ she thought, ‘I need someone both trustworthy and in desperate need of effective pain relief…’


  Her thoughts were interrupted by a soft knock, followed by the creak of the laboratory door opening. Startled, Eileen turned to see Cesare standing in the doorway.


  He was dressed casually in a shirt and trousers, his hair slightly disheveled. Without the polished look of his usual uniform, he exuded a strangely intimate aura.


  Caught off guard, Eileen froze, her lips parting as she stared at him. Cesare tilted his head slightly and asked, “Am I interrupting?”


  “N-No, not at all!” she stammered, hastily packing away the morphine and removing her gloves and apron before washing her hands. Her heart raced. It was his first time visiting her lab, and she didn’t know how to react.


  “What brings you here?” she asked, looking up at him nervously.


  Cesare’s sharp eyes narrowed slightly. “Do I need a reason to come?”


  Perhaps it was his casual appearance or the playful edge in his voice, but Cesare’s demeanor felt unusually teasing. Flustered, Eileen fumbled for a response.


  “N-No, I just wasn’t expecting you…”


  Since their intense night together, Cesare’s shoulder had healed completely, leaving no need for further care. That night, he had also given her a definitive answer:


  “Of course not.”


  His declaration that his actions weren’t for her should have reassured Eileen. Surely, Cesare had grander motives or ambitions that he couldn’t yet reveal.


  And yet, doubts continued to creep in. Eileen chastised herself for overstepping, for letting her position as Grand Duchess cloud her judgment. Still, the thoughts refused to leave her mind.


  ‘It’s his fault. He planted the seed.’


  Cesare had given her something to ponder, and Eileen had nurtured it until it blossomed into suspicion.


  Snapping out of her reverie, Eileen looked up as Cesare spoke again.


  “The emperor plans to visit the grand duchy,” he said, his gaze briefly lingering on the Morpheus before returning to her.


  “And he’s bringing Lady Farbellini with him.” 


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 149


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The news of Leone and Ornella’s visit came as a surprise. While it was natural for Leone to visit his injured twin brother, it was unexpected that Ornella would accompany him. The two rarely appeared together, making the situation unusual.


  ‘Now that I think about it, they were together at the hunting festival too.’


  Eileen had initially assumed it was to publicly affirm their engagement was more than just a formality. However, to attend a private matter like a hospital visit together seemed excessive.


  It was clear Ornella harbored feelings for Cesare, but her proud nature made it unlikely for her to take the initiative in such a manner. Eileen found the situation strange and couldn’t shake her curiosity.


  She was so lost in thought that she missed Cesare’s question. His gaze remained fixed on the Morpheus crystals as he asked again, “Still upset with me?”


  “Huh? No, it’s not that…” Eileen stammered as she hastily looked up to reply, only to feel her chin caught in his large hand.


  His grip was firm but not painful, guiding her chin upwards. As his gloved fingers pressed gently against both sides of her jaw, her lips naturally parted. Cesare’s sharp gaze swept over her as if inspecting the very depths of her mouth.


  Eileen flushed with embarrassment, a warmth spreading across her face. As she instinctively tried to curl her tongue back to hide it, his low voice cut through her movement.


  “Stay still.”


  His tone was that of an adult chiding a child—patient yet commanding. Resigned, Eileen kept her mouth open, waiting nervously. She had no idea what he was trying to check, but it felt intimate to the point of humiliation. Her gaze darted around the room, avoiding his eyes, but when she finally stole a glance at him, their eyes locked.


  “Ah…”


  A soft sound escaped her lips, and Cesare leaned in, capturing them in a kiss. Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise at the unexpected gesture. His gaze remained on her, unwavering, even as he deepened the kiss. 


  His tongue traced every corner of her mouth, exploring deliberately, as a wet, obscene sound filled the air. Eileen’s body heated from head to toe. After thoroughly tasting her, Cesare finally pulled back, leaving her breathless and dazed. 


  In stark contrast to her disarray, Cesare appeared utterly composed. His lips were slightly flushed, the only evidence of their kiss. As if to seal the moment, he leaned in to give her a soft, quick peck before asking casually, “How far along are you with Morpheus?”


  The question snapped Eileen out of her haze. Her cheeks burned from the memory of the kiss, but she forced herself to focus. Now wasn’t the time to dwell on his sudden intimacy.


  Cesare was the primary benefactor of her research on Morpheus. While he had given her free rein, she hadn’t yet updated him on her progress—a lapse she now felt guilty about. Considering the immense resources he had poured into her work, Eileen hurried to respond.


  “I-I’ve succeeded in extracting the analgesic properties! These crystals here are Morpheus—well, they’re in powder form now, but they start as crystal-like formations. I’m preparing for human trials next, but…”


  Cesare listened in silence as she explained, his gaze steady and unreadable. When she paused, he asked calmly, “You’re planning to test it on yourself?”


  “Yes! I thought I’d test it myself first to observe its effects…”


  Eileen trailed off, suddenly feeling uneasy. Something about saying this to Cesare felt wrong. Yet his next question was as gentle as the first.


  “But you don’t experience any pain. How would you measure its effectiveness?”


  It was a valid point, one Eileen had been grappling with herself. As she hesitated to answer, Cesare’s fingers lightly brushed the corner of her eyes, his touch disarmingly tender.


  “I’m not scolding you,” he assured her. “I’m saying there are others who might benefit more from this. For example…”


  Cesare’s gaze held hers as he continued, “The President of the Senate.”


  “You mean Count Dominico?”


  Count Dominico, the Senate’s president, had been a regular customer during her days at the inn, purchasing pain relief medication for his terminally ill wife. He hadn’t contacted her in some time, though, which was unusual given his wife’s condition. Eileen had even arranged for him to contact the Grand Duchy directly if he needed more medication.


  A flicker of unease passed through her. She made a mental note to write to him as soon as she was done speaking with Cesare.


  “What did you discuss with the knights?”


  The unexpected question startled Eileen. She had just been thinking of sending a letter to Count Dominico when Cesare’s words made her heart skip a beat.


  Eileen knew Cesare was well aware of her yearly visits to commemorate Lotan’s daughter. But this was the first time he had asked about what they talked about during those visits.


  ‘Did Michele tell him everything?’


  She tensed, worried that Michele might have revealed the favors she had asked of the knights. Eileen’s mind raced as she tried to gauge Cesare’s reaction, but his expression remained neutral.


  ‘Maybe he’s just asking casually…’


  Clinging to that hope, Eileen carefully recounted mundane stories and trivial conversations she’d had with the knights, deliberately omitting anything of significance. Cesare listened with a faint smile, giving no sign of suspicion.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The hunting festival had ended abruptly, its ominous events leaving the forest and its sacred grounds in disarray. Evidence of the chaos remained untouched, a grim reminder of what had transpired.


  Cesare stood before the ruined altar, once adorned with fragrant cedarwood and flowers. The offering had never been burned; its purpose left unfulfilled.


  Though an attempt had been made to rebuild the altar after it was desecrated with blood, the festival’s ritual had ultimately been abandoned. For the first time in the empire’s history, the hunting festival had gone incomplete.


  Priests had suggested holding a ceremony at the temple to make amends, but Cesare dismissed the idea. The significance of the ritual lay in its precise execution; once disrupted, it was rendered meaningless.


  Cesare plucked a wilted lily from the altar, its petals drooping lifelessly. He examined it briefly before tossing it back onto the pile of offerings. His gaze hardened as he looked at the altar.


  He intended to sever the bond between Traon and its gods, ensuring they could no longer intervene in the empire’s affairs.


  “Lotan,” he called.


  The knight, standing silently nearby, immediately stepped forward and handed Cesare an open bottle of liquor. Cesare poured the contents over the altar, the sharp scent of alcohol filling the air.


  The act mimicked a traditional offering, but Cesare’s intentions were anything but pious. Striking a match, he set the altar ablaze. The fire roared to life, consuming the ruined offerings.


  As the flames danced and grew, a fleeting shadow crossed Lotan’s expression. Cesare noticed and asked, his tone seemingly indifferent, “How was the memorial?”


  “Thanks to Lady Eileen’s visit, it was a pleasant day,” Lotan replied, tearing his gaze from the fire. He turned to Cesare and bowed deeply. “As always… thank you, Your Grace.”


  Years ago, it was Cesare who had saved Lotan from the flames that destroyed his home. He had pulled both Lotan and his daughter from the inferno, though the child had succumbed to smoke inhalation shortly after.


  The guilt of endangering his master and failing to save his daughter had haunted Lotan ever since. Every scar on his body, every flicker of fire, served as a constant reminder of his failure.


  Cesare, fully aware of Lotan’s torment, never attended the memorials himself. Instead, he quietly sent small gifts, like the teddy bear Lotan had placed on his daughter’s grave this year.


  As sparks from the fire drifted on the wind, Cesare turned to Lotan. His crimson eyes, reflecting the flames, were as unsettling as ever, and Lotan found it difficult to meet his gaze.


  In a tone that was almost casual, Cesare said, “Eileen seems to have asked Michele for a favor.”


  His faint smile lingered as he added, “Do you know what it was?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  




  Chapter 150


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Lotan felt a cold shiver run down his spine. It was as if Cesare already knew everything and was simply asking for confirmation.


  “Don’t be so tense, Lotan.”


  Cesare spoke calmly, retrieving a cigarette and placing it between his lips. Lotan moved to light it for him, but Cesare waved him off, striking a match himself. After lighting the cigarette, he tossed the still-burning match onto the altar.


  “Michele didn’t say anything, nor have I placed any surveillance on the knights.”


  “…”


  “Eileen tends to rely on you knights, doesn’t she? Especially Michele—she likely wanted to confirm her suspicions, since Michele was the one who pulled the trigger this time.”


  Cesare surmised that Eileen had turned to Michele for assistance, leading him to question Lotan.


  The heat from the burning altar licked at Lotan’s skin, but he scarcely felt its warmth. His silence stretched long, weighed down by unease.


  Cesare slipped one hand into his pocket, holding his cigarette with the other as he resumed speaking. “So, was my assumption correct?”


  “…Your Grace.”


  “Eileen wants to know why I’m doing all this, doesn’t she?”


  “Yes, that is correct.”


  Cesare made a short hum of acknowledgment, exhaling a stream of smoke. The oppressive weight on Lotan’s chest made him swallow dryly. Instead of providing the answer Cesare wanted, Lotan asked a question of his own.


  “Why did you destroy the altar?”


  As the cedarwood and flowers burned, a fragrant scent rose with the smoke—an incongruous pleasantness for such a scene. Lotan’s voice carried a tone of unwavering loyalty as he continued.


  “We will follow Your Grace, no matter what happens.”


  Cesare gazed at him with a calm yet penetrating look, as if already knowing the depth of devotion his knights bore him.


  “We will do whatever it takes to help Your Grace achieve your goals. Please, share your thoughts with us. And perhaps… you could also tell Lady Eileen. She may struggle with the truth at first, but she will endure and—”


  “Lotan.”


  Cesare cut him off, flicking his cigarette onto the flames. The fiery altar consumed it in an instant. A distorted smile crept across Cesare’s face as he spoke.


  “You all think I’ve become immortal. But that’s not the case.”


  Lotan froze, his trembling eyes fixed on Cesare, uncertain how to respond.


  “My body’s time is simply… frozen at one moment.”


  Cesare’s words carried a twisted amusement, as if he found his situation darkly humorous.


  “Even when I’m injured, my body reverts to that singular moment, giving the illusion of immortality.”


  His voice grew more sardonic as he continued.


  “I bargained with the gods to bring Eileen back to life. And as payment, this is what I became. But rewinding time and resurrecting the dead… those are no simple tasks, are they?”


  What Cesare had endured was no balanced exchange. To turn back the clock, he had offered countless sacrifices, tipping the scales irreparably.


  “My time is finite. And when that time runs out…”


  The burning altar began to collapse, the wood crumbling under the weight of the flames. The noise drowned out Cesare’s final words, but Lotan had heard enough. His complexion turned ghostly pale, even in the searing heat of the fire.


  “Well, Lotan.”


  Cesare’s crimson eyes curved as he smiled, his gaze sharp as a blade.


  “Do you still think Eileen could handle the truth?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  The letter from Count Dominico was unexpected.


  “The Grand Duchess has been incredibly thoughtful and attentive, for which I am deeply grateful. However, I now realize it is time to let go. My stubbornness has only kept my beloved in prolonged suffering.”


  As soon as Eileen read the letter, she decided to visit the count’s estate in person. It would be her first time at his home, and its pristine, orderly appearance stood in stark contrast to the grim tone of the letter.


  Despite her unannounced arrival, the count greeted her warmly. His already frail, anxious appearance had worsened; his cheeks were sunken, and he looked utterly exhausted.


  For the first time, Eileen met the countess. Her skeletal frame resembled the barren branches of a winter tree, and the shadow of death hung heavily in the room. The countess’s lifeless gaze and faint breathing permeated the estate with an oppressive gloom. Her occasional groans of pain filled the house like a haunting melody.


  It was Eileen’s first time confronting such a severely ill patient directly. The sight left her frozen in shock, unable to process the overwhelming despair. The count, noticing her distress, led her to the drawing room for tea.


  The staff promptly brought out tea, but no one touched their cups.


  “There is nothing more that medicine can do,” the count said gravely.


  The countess had long suffered from chronic pain, for which Eileen had diligently crafted custom painkillers. However, even those had now ceased to be effective.


  Eileen bit her lip as she listened. The count, smiling faintly despite his haggard state, told her not to trouble herself further. He expressed his gratitude for all she had done thus far, his tone resigned.


  It was clear from his demeanor—just as his letter had suggested—that the count had given up entirely. A hollow laugh escaped his lips as he spoke, his expression one of quiet defeat.


  “…No.”


  The soft denial that escaped Eileen’s lips caused the count to look at her in confusion. Rising abruptly from her seat, she declared with resolve:


  “There’s still medicine that can help.”


  She handed him a supply of the existing painkillers she had prepared. For now, she instructed him to double the usual dosage and promised to return the following day.


  Without waiting for a response, Eileen hurried out of the estate. Her driver looked startled as she emerged in a rush, urging him to take her back to the Grand Duchy as quickly as possible.


  On the drive back, the image of the countess, writhing in pain, lingered in her mind.


  She thought back to why she had become interested in pharmacology in the first place.


  It had started with her love for plants and her desire to be of service to the prince. She had pursued herbal remedies as a way to combine these interests.


  

Even when she returned to the capital without completing her studies and began selling medicine at the inn, it had been primarily for financial reasons. Helping others had never been her motivation—it had always been for herself or for Cesare.


  But as she met more people who came to her makeshift laboratory on the inn’s second floor, she began to change. Seeing her medicines improve the lives of others brought her a sense of pride and fulfillment she had never expected.


  She realized she wanted to create medicine that could benefit the entire empire.


  Though her current project, Morpheus, had started as a way to help Cesare, her aspirations had grown beyond that. She wanted this medicine to be her contribution to the people.


  Upon arriving back at the Grand Duchy, Eileen went straight to her laboratory. Sonio, startled by her hurried demeanor, called out to her, but she quickly assured him.


  “I’ll be in the lab until dinner! I’ll probably eat late, so don’t worry about me!”


  She dashed into her lab, changed into comfortable clothes, tied her hair back, and donned her apron and gloves. Pulling out the securely stored Morpheus, she examined the crystalline powder.


  Her gaze lingered momentarily on the potted red poppies by the window, their petals the same vivid shade as Cesare’s eyes. Closing her eyes briefly to steady herself, she reopened them with renewed determination.


  She carefully measured out a smaller dose, less than the previous 30mg. Staring at the shimmering white powder, Eileen steeled her nerves.


  There was no time for hesitation. Even now, Countess Dominico was suffering unimaginable pain.


  With that thought in mind, Eileen tilted her head back and swallowed the first dose of Morpheus.


  She was its first human subject. 


  * * *




  Chapter 151


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  [First Dose of Morpheus, 15mg.]


  White crystalline substance, odorless, with a slightly bitter taste. A mild fever began immediately after administration, though not severe. A pleasant sensation.


  I prepared an emetic for emergencies and observed the effects. No significant changes after 15 minutes. Proceeding to the second dose.


  [Second Dose, 15mg.]


  The fever intensified slightly. Mild dizziness and nausea. Proceeding to the third dose after 15 minutes.


  [Third Dose, 30mg. Dosage doubled.]


  Severe fever. Dizziness. Proceeding to the fourth dose after 15 minutes.


  [Fourth Dose, 30mg.]


  Fatigue. Dizziness. A feeling of drowsy euphoria. Stomachache? Also very sleepy. Struggling to stay awake… Oh, Cesare is here!


  Eileen felt as if she were drifting through a dream. Initially, Morpheus had shown little effect. While she had never tried opium, she had some idea of its effects and assumed Morpheus would be similar.


  However, that was only a vague theory. Experiencing it firsthand was entirely different.


  Diligently documenting her condition over four doses, Eileen’s neat handwriting gradually devolved into indecipherable scribbles. Her once-clear thoughts grew hazy.


  By the fourth dose, she was half-asleep. Her head nodded involuntarily, and while dozing off, she scrawled wobbly letters. She tried to keep her eyelids open, but it was futile. In that moment, she heard Cesare’s voice.


  “Of course, it came to this.”


  She thought it was a hallucination—a side effect of the narcotic. While jotting down the auditory hallucination in her messy notebook, she felt a hand stroking her head and looked up.


  “Everyone thinks the Grand Duchess is gentle, but if they saw this stubbornness, they’d change their minds, hmm?”


  Blinking up at the man before her, Eileen absentmindedly wrote, ‘Cesare is here,’ before letting go of her fountain pen.


  The pen clattered onto the desk. Staggering to her feet, she flashed a bright smile and embraced Cesare.


  She wanted to hold him tightly, but her body lacked the strength, so she simply leaned into him. Still, it was Cesare’s arms, and that was enough. Eileen called out his name in delight.


  “Cesare!”


  Cesare, who had been observing her with an impassive expression, blinked slightly, then let out a soft, airy laugh and wrapped her in his arms.


  With her face buried in his chest, Eileen inhaled deeply. Since their first meeting as children, being held by him had always made her feel happiest.


  As always, she nestled closer, taking in his scent—a mix of deep, shadowy forest and, today, a faint trace of smoke.


  Sniffing lightly, she looked up at him. Despite years of observation and study, Cesare remained an enigma—a mystery she doubted she would ever fully unravel.


  Gazing into his crimson eyes, which she loved more than anything, she whispered, “Did you know? Your eyes are the most beautiful in the world.”


  The shy confession made sleep irresistible. Dizzy and exhausted, she couldn’t hold out any longer. Just before succumbing to slumber, Eileen managed a soft farewell.


  “Good night…”


  And then, she fell into a deep sleep. Cesare caught her limp body, chuckling softly.


  “Always running away.”


  Cradling the sleeping Eileen in one arm, he picked up her notebook with the other. After calculating her intake and confirming that the prepared emetic wasn’t needed, he decided to let her sleep it off.


  Carrying her to the sofa, Cesare sat down with her still in his arms. He studied her slumbering face, watching as her parted lips exhaled soft, steady breaths. The setting sun’s rays filtered through the curtains, and birdsong drifted in through a slightly open window, filling the room with a peaceful tranquility.


  Matching his breathing to hers, Cesare tightened his hold slightly, savoring her warmth and the faint scent of aromatic oil. A gentle drowsiness crept over him. Resting his nose against her crimson hair, he closed his eyes. For a moment, all his desires and ambitions seemed to fade, leaving only the fragile, cherished presence in his arms.


  He too fell asleep.


  “Ugh…”


  Eileen woke up, pale and groaning, her body aching from the effects of the Morpheus overdose. She must have fallen asleep mid-experiment. Cesare had likely found her in the laboratory and brought her to the sofa. But now, she was alone.


  Had it all been a hallucination from the drug?


  Eileen staggered to find a bucket, vomiting violently—a typical side effect of the overdose.


  With trembling hands, she reached for her notebook to record the symptoms—nausea and a pounding headache. The appropriate dose, she noted, seemed to be 15mg.


  Flipping through her notes, Eileen winced at her messy handwriting but stopped short when she saw a neat entry at the bottom:


  [Fifth Dose, 0mg. No further doses to be administered.]


  The elegant, sharp handwriting unmistakably belonged to Cesare. He had indeed come to her lab, carried her to the sofa, and stayed until she fell asleep.


  “Oh no…”


  Eileen momentarily forgot her pounding headache and nausea, overcome with embarrassment. She had hoped to conduct the experiment discreetly, but instead, she had ended up showing Cesare the worst possible side effects.


  Mortified, she wanted to crawl under her desk and hide, but there was no undoing what had happened. She’d have to explain herself to him later. For now, she needed to focus on the immediate issue.


  Gathering herself, Eileen packed the remaining Morpheus doses—ten 15mg portions—and left the lab.


  “Madam!”


  Sonio, seeing her pale and disheveled appearance, was alarmed and immediately prepared to insist she rest. But Eileen clutched the bag of Morpheus and said, “I’m going to Count Dominico’s estate.”


  The night sky was pitch black. Her sudden decision to leave at such an hour made Sonio hesitate, but after a long sigh, he replied, “The night air is still chilly. Let me get you a coat.”


  With the coat draped over her shoulders, Eileen realized she was still in her lab apron and casual attire, her hair a messy tangle. But there was no time to fix her appearance.


  At Count Dominico’s estate, the count looked even more shocked than before. As he stared at her in disbelief, Eileen opened her bag and rasped in a hoarse voice, “Count, I’ve made a new painkiller. It’s not a cure, but it might make things easier for your wife.”


  The count was silent for a moment before his face crumpled. Eileen instinctively clutched her bag tighter as tears began to stream down the count’s face.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 152


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The Count, who usually exuded a stern and meticulous air, collapsed to the ground and began sobbing like a child. Eileen was taken aback, clutching her bag tightly as she stared at him in shock. Gathering herself, she slid the bag under her arm and grasped the Count’s arm, attempting to pull him to his feet.


  



  “Count Dominico! This isn’t the time for tears.”


  



  Though she wished she could console him, administering the painkiller to his wife was far more urgent.


  



  “Please, stop crying and let’s go to your wife.”


  



  At her words, the Count abruptly stood, sniffing and gesturing for Eileen to follow. As they hurried toward the Countess’s chambers, Eileen quickly explained the drug.


  



  “It’s still experimental, and I’ve tested it on myself. There may be side effects, such as nausea and dizziness.”


  



  The Count’s tear-streaked face showed surprise at the revelation that Eileen had personally tested the drug. She glanced around, ensuring the staff kept their distance, before continuing.


  



  “In small doses, it’s not highly addictive. However, given the dosage your wife will require, addiction is almost inevitable.”


  



  By the time they entered the Countess’s room, low moans of pain filled the air. Too weak to scream properly, the Countess seemed locked in a relentless struggle with her agony. The Count turned a pale, stricken face to Eileen.


  



  “Addiction…?”


  



  Closing the door behind them, Eileen faced the Count squarely. He deserved the full truth.


  



  “The painkiller I’ve developed is derived from opium.”


  



  The Count’s expression wavered, his resolve shaken. Eileen spoke steadily, her tone measured.


  



  “But it’s also the only thing that can ease your wife’s suffering.”


  



  Her voice carried the conviction of an apothecary who knew the efficacy of her creation. Among all existing painkillers, Morpheus was unparalleled. It had been designed for soldiers on the battlefield, not for ordinary aches or pains.


  



  “Opium…”


  



  The Count trembled as he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper.


  



  “I know it has been used as a painkiller. I researched every possible medicine for my wife…”


  



  The Count had scoured the continent, even contacting Palerchia University, where Eileen had studied. As a result, his knowledge of pharmacology surpassed that of most aristocrats.


  



  “I trust you, Lady Eileen. How could I not?”


  



  His words came with a bittersweet smile, his tear-streaked face contorted with both gratitude and sorrow.


  



  “You’ve chosen my wife over your own safety as the Grand Duchess.”


  



  He knew full well the gravity of her admission. By creating a medicine from a substance banned by the Empire, she had risked everything. The Count’s voice shook with emotion.


  



  “Thank you for giving us this chance.”


  



  When he knelt again to express his gratitude, Eileen quickly grabbed him and helped him up. She opened her bag and began preparing the dose, checking when the last painkiller had been administered and its dosage before carefully calibrating the appropriate amount of Morpheus.


  



  The Count, watching her careful preparations, asked suddenly, “Does the medicine have a name?”


  



  “It’s called Morpheus.”


  



  She had named it with the hope that, even for a fleeting moment, those who took it could escape their pain and find peace in a comforting dream.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  Count Bonaparte could not comprehend the catastrophe that had befallen him. Never, not even in his wildest dreams, had he entertained the idea of assassinating Grand Duke Erzet.


  



  Admittedly, he had committed a minor transgression: aiding Kalpen during the war while the Grand Duke fought on the frontlines.


  



  At the time, it had seemed inevitable. With the Empire’s defeat appearing certain, many nobles had aligned themselves with Kalpen to safeguard their status. Kalpen had actively courted the Empire’s aristocracy, and siding with the Grand Duke had been seen as a foolhardy gamble. Few had refrained from cooperating with Kalpen.


  



  Still, aiding Kalpen was treason. Yet the Count couldn’t fathom why he and his family had been utterly destroyed. If he were being punished for that, wouldn’t a third of the Empire’s noble class be similarly implicated?


  



  “Your Grace…”


  



  The Count, naked and bruised, slumped in a chair. His once-proud figure was now a pitiful sight, marred with blood and filth. Each word he spoke caused bloody saliva to spill from his mouth.


  



  “Your Grace, you know I am innocent…”


  



  Standing unscathed in the damp prison, Grand Duke Erzet lit a cigarette, unmoved by the Count’s pleas. Smoke curled around them as the Count coughed violently, unable to suppress the spasms. The Grand Duke lowered his cigarette, a faint smirk tugging at his lips.


  



  “I recall you had pneumonia as a child.”


  



  “Yes… yes, Your Grace.”


  



  The Count’s lungs had been weakened ever since. He nodded desperately, seizing the opportunity to affirm anything the Grand Duke said.


  



  Without warning, the Grand Duke’s knight kicked the Count’s chair, making him flinch.


  



  “Hold out your hand.”


  



  Shame would have consumed him if this had been days earlier. But after enduring relentless torture, shame felt like a distant memory. Obediently, the Count extended his hands, one over the other.


  



  The Grand Duke stubbed out his cigarette on the Count’s bare skin.


  



  “…!”


  



  The searing pain was no less agonizing than the earlier tortures. Despite gritting his teeth, the Count couldn’t suppress a groan. He knew this was his final chance.


  



  Sweat drenched his face as he endured the pain, cradling the burnt stub in his trembling hands. He forced a servile smile.


  



  “Your Grace… How could I ever conspire against you? Command me, question me, and I shall tell you everything. Spare my life, and I will do anything.”


  



  The Count had known despair since his capture. None of his protests had been heard; he had only endured endless beatings and tortures. But now, faced with the Grand Duke himself, he saw a glimmer of hope.


  



  The Grand Duke’s piercing red eyes regarded him coldly. The Count tightened his stomach to suppress his terror as the Grand Duke’s voice sliced through the air.


  



  “What orders did the King of Kalpen give his spies in the Empire?”


  



  “T-to disrupt the Imperial army—”


  



  “Eileen Elrod.”


  



  The Grand Duke cut him off with a single name.


  



  “We both know there’s no need for pretenses, Count.”


  



  His words carried a mocking gentleness. The Count frantically nodded.


  



  “The King of Kalpen—he vilely sought to harm Lady Elrod, taking revenge for his son’s death in the war! He fabricated charges to have her executed, but Your Grace triumphed and slayed the King before it could be carried out—”


  



  The Count blurted out everything he remembered. 


  



  “And who told the King of Kalpen about Lady Eileen Elrod’s existence?”


  



  * * *


  




  Chapter 153


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The moment the question was asked, Count Bonaparte froze. It was well-known, albeit indirectly, that Grand Duke Erzet doted on Eileen Elrod as if she were his own daughter.


  However, when the King of Kalpen had seethed with vengeance over his son’s death, no noble had considered targeting Eileen Elrod. At the time, she was a nobody—a mere baron’s daughter.


  Even under the most favorable circumstances, the highest aspiration for someone like her would have been to become the Grand Duke’s mistress. Yet, the Grand Duke had shown no romantic interest in her, and she was viewed as a fleeting figure who would disappear when his peculiar affections eventually faded.


  When Kalpen decided to attack the Grand Duke’s honor, targeting Eileen Elrod seemed illogical. Yet, somehow, rumors surfaced that she was involved in narcotics violations. The plan was to tarnish the Grand Duke’s reputation by linking his protégé to such crimes.


  Count Bonaparte had willingly supported the plan. If everything had gone as intended, Eileen Elrod would have been tried for drug-related offenses, and with enough pressure from the nobility, she would have swiftly met her end at the guillotine.


  But why had they chosen Eileen Elrod in the first place?


  Bonaparte strained to recall, but he had simply followed orders. He had never questioned why she had been selected. At the time, he had thought it would be amusing to see her on the scaffold.


  His mind went blank, cold sweat dripping down his back. The Grand Duke was waiting. If he failed to provide a meaningful answer, he would be in grave danger. Desperately scrambling through his memories, he unearthed a faint fragment of an old conversation.


  “I-I heard someone… someone who knew Your Grace well, brought up Lady Elrod’s name. I don’t know who they were—only that they were a highly ranked individual…”


  “Count, you too occupy a high rank.”


  The Grand Duke’s pointed remark made Bonaparte flinch. It was true; few outranked him, and narrowing the suspects wasn’t difficult. But instead of acknowledging it, the Count forced a nervous laugh.


  The Grand Duke frowned slightly, murmuring something cryptic.


  “Even at this height, there’s further to go.”


  Bonaparte anxiously studied the Grand Duke’s face. He had been prepared to plead his innocence regarding the recent assassination attempt, hoping to explain himself and beg for mercy. But the Grand Duke seemed wholly uninterested in the shooting. His only concern was Kalpen, as if that had been his goal all along.


  Why was the Grand Duke fixated on a kingdom long erased from history? Bonaparte shivered as a strange unease crept over him.


  He gathered his courage and tried to speak.


  “Your Grace…”


  As he opened his mouth to bring up the assassination attempt, his gaze shifted to the Grand Duke’s shoulder. Instead of his usual military uniform, the Grand Duke wore a perfectly tailored suit, as though to conceal any bandages or injuries. The fabric lay smooth and unwrinkled, as if he hadn’t been wounded at all.


  Bonaparte suddenly recalled how naturally the Grand Duke had moved. There had been no stiffness, no sign of a man who had recently survived a gunshot wound to the shoulder.


  It was impossible.


  Even if time had passed, no one could recover so completely as to move this freely. Bonaparte’s lips trembled as the pieces began to fall into place.


  “Your shoulder…”


  The Grand Duke’s eyes, previously cast downward in thought, lifted to meet Bonaparte’s. The reflection of his own terrified face in the crimson irises sent chills down his spine.


  Instinctively, the words escaped his lips.


  “Your shoulder… is it… healed?”


  The realization hit him as soon as he spoke. The Grand Duke, who was supposed to be recovering in the palace, had no reason to be here unless he had intended for this all along.


  “Thanks to your concern.”


  The Grand Duke extended his hand. From behind, one of his knights approached and respectfully placed a pistol in it. The sharp click of the chamber being loaded echoed ominously.


  “I’ve made a full recovery, Count,” the Grand Duke remarked casually, gripping the weapon with long, steady fingers.


  Staring at the black barrel now aimed at him, Bonaparte lost control, soiling himself as he trembled. Before the stench could spread, a single gunshot reverberated through the dungeon.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen had spent hours monitoring Countess Domenico’s condition. Fortunately, the Morpheus dose had worked; the Countess had finally fallen into a peaceful sleep, free from the groans of pain that had plagued her for so long.


  The Count, watching his wife sleep without discomfort for the first time in years, broke into sobs. He tried to suppress the noise, afraid to disturb her.


  “I’ve started preparing for the funeral,” the Count said later, escorting Eileen out, his eyes red and swollen. It was painfully obvious to all, even to a child, that the Countess was nearing the end. Both she and her husband had long accepted this truth.


  “At least she can be comfortable until her final moments… That’s a great solace. Thank you, truly.”


  The Count repeated his gratitude, promising to formally thank Eileen later. Struggling to find the right words, Eileen offered a few clumsy attempts at comfort before returning to the Grand Duke’s residence.


  The Count’s mention of funeral preparations weighed heavily on her. It reminded her of her mother’s death—a funeral filled with her mother’s favorite lilies, an extravagant display made possible only through Cesare’s assistance.


  What was supposed to have been a modest ceremony, attended only by Eileen and her father, had turned into a grand affair, thanks to Cesare and his soldiers.


  She had always wanted to repay his kindness, but when his parents passed, she had been unable to do anything.


  When Cesare’s mother died, Eileen had been too young, and he hadn’t even told her until much later. And when the late Emperor, Cesare’s father, passed, the state funeral was far beyond Eileen’s involvement.


  She hadn’t seen him during the national mourning period, as Cesare had been consumed by the political chaos of the imperial succession. Then came the civil war between the princes, which only widened the gap between them.


  Memories of Cesare were mostly from her childhood, a time when their connection had been strongest.


  Thinking of those times, Eileen also recalled her father, Baron Elrod. Since Cesare had confined him to a distant estate, she hadn’t seen him. Though she had written a few letters, they had gone unanswered.


  Even so, her father was still her father. She felt she should check on him, at the very least.


  “I should visit him… to see how he’s doing.”


  As the thought crossed her mind, her hand instinctively brushed against her face. She no longer hid behind glasses or bangs, and the openness felt natural now.


  The world had changed so much, and though she sometimes felt afraid, she knew she could never go back to the past. Living by Cesare’s side had become her reality.


  It was as she entered her bedroom that a low voice greeted her.


  “You’re late, Eileen.”


  Cesare was waiting for her, reeking of smoke and blood.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  




  Chapter 154


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen gazed at Cesare with a sense of unfamiliarity. The man leaning against the wall near the window stood just outside the reach of moonlight, his figure shrouded in shadow.


  



  The room was dim, the lights not fully turned on, making it hard to see Cesare clearly. She could only discern his outline faintly, enough to confirm his identity.


  



  The situation felt unlike anything she had experienced before. Cesare was someone who rarely revealed unnecessary aspects of himself to her.


  



  Although he sometimes returned with the faint scent of blood or gunpowder lingering on him, it was never as overt as it was now. His current state—so blatant, so unhidden—felt strange, even unsettling.


  



  It reminded her of the time she had caught him smoking. The smell of cigarette smoke on him had felt just as unfamiliar then as it did now.


  



  This dynamic was new as well: Cesare waiting for her to return home. Usually, it was Eileen who waited for him, often late into the night.


  



  Her lips parted slightly as she looked at him, only to remember that she had acted on her own without consulting him. Since becoming the Grand Duchess, she had never done anything so impulsive.


  



  ‘But Cesare had been the one to tell me about Count Domenico’s situation…’ she thought, trying to reassure herself.


  



  Surely, it was fine. With that tentative thought, she stole a glance at him. Though obscured by darkness, his face seemed expressionless, almost detached. The chilly air of the unlit bedroom felt heavy and unwelcoming. Eileen, feeling a little uneasy, greeted him quietly.


  



  “I’m back.”


  



  For some reason, her simple greeting seemed to soften his sharp gaze slightly. As she hesitated, watching him carefully, Cesare straightened from where he had been leaning and walked toward her with deliberate strides. Standing before her, he looked down and asked, “Shall we go for a walk?”


  



  Though framed as a suggestion, they both knew Eileen wouldn’t refuse. She nodded and replied, “Yes,” even as her eyes widened at what he did next.


  



  Cesare pulled car keys from his pocket.


  



  She had assumed they would stroll through the garden or somewhere nearby. Instead, she found herself being led outside, guided by him without resistance. In front of the Grand Duke’s residence, a civilian car—not a military vehicle—was waiting.


  



  Cesare opened the passenger door and gestured for her to get in. After she settled into the seat, he got into the driver’s seat, started the car, and gripped the steering wheel with practiced ease.


  



  Her heart raced. The Archduke, officially known to be recuperating from a gunshot wound, was driving himself and venturing freely outside. What if someone saw him like this? The risk felt palpable.


  



  ‘But Cesare must have thought everything through,’ she reassured herself, though the anxiety didn’t entirely leave her. At the same time, she couldn’t take her eyes off him.


  



  Seeing Cesare drive was unexpectedly shocking. He was someone who delegated rather than acted directly. There had always been a driver, and she had only ever sat in the backseat with him. Watching him now, firmly in control behind the wheel, was a completely new experience.


  



  As they drove away from the Grand Duke’s residence, Cesare glanced at her. Eileen, who had been observing him unblinkingly, flinched when their eyes met.


  



  “I’m sorry…” she mumbled.


  



  “For what?”


  



  “For staring at you so much. I might be distracting you while you’re driving.”


  



  She turned her gaze to the window, trying to focus on the passing scenery. Cesare reached out and lightly tapped her cheek with his fingers.


  



  “Do you trust me so little?”


  



  “No, not at all!” she replied quickly. “I’ll just… look a little less.”


  



  Offering a compromise, she began alternating her focus between the passing scenery and him, dividing her attention half-and-half. Her exaggerated movements as she darted her gaze between the two made Cesare chuckle softly.


  



  They passed through the grand gates of the estate. Eileen finally noticed the colorful flowers lining the entrance—flowers brought by citizens wishing for the Archduke’s recovery. Earlier, she had been too distracted to notice them.


  



  The car quickly moved past the display, but Eileen couldn’t help turning her head to glance back. Her gaze eventually returned to Cesare.


  



  ‘The assassination attempt was orchestrated by him…’ she thought.


  



  What would happen to Count Bonaparte, who had been framed for the crime? She read the newspapers every day but only saw updates about his interrogation—nothing more.


  



  The car veered off the main road onto a secluded path, part of the Grand Duke’s private property. There was no sign of other people. Listening to the hum of the engine, Eileen hesitated before speaking.


  



  “Um… Count Bonaparte…”


  



  She didn’t know how to phrase the question and trailed off, worried it might come across as overstepping.


  



  Cesare, however, answered calmly.


  



  “The papers will report tomorrow that he died by suicide during interrogation.”


  



  Her breath caught as the truth dawned on her: the Count hadn’t actually killed himself. He had been “dealt with.”


  



  Eileen clasped her hands tightly in her lap. A strange feeling washed over her. She knew Cesare wasn’t a saint, but…


  



  While she tried to help others, he stained his hands with blood. It felt surreal. She wanted nothing more than for Cesare to be safe, yet he always seemed to walk a razor’s edge.


  



  And she still didn’t know what drove him to live this way.


  



  The car came to a stop deep in the forest, its headlights cutting through the darkness.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  “Yes?”


  



  “Do whatever you want, as long as it’s not too dangerous,” he said, his eyes fixed on her.


  



  “There are plenty of people who can take risks on your behalf.”


  



  His soft voice carried a cold finality that pricked at her heart.


  



  “I didn’t think it was dangerous… I’m sorry. But I felt I needed to experience the effects of the medicine myself to truly understand it.”


  



  “What did you ask Michele to do?” he interrupted.


  



  Her words faltered. Cesare turned fully toward her, his tone gentle but his gaze probing.


  



  “What are you so eager to know, Eileen?”


  



  He had said she could do whatever she wanted, but it was clear there were limits—his limits. She realized she had stepped outside the boundaries he had set for her.


  



  ‘But…’


  



  Eileen carefully met his gaze.


  



  “…I wanted to know more about you, Cesare.”


  



  It wasn’t a grand request. She had simply asked Michele to tell her what she didn’t know about Cesare. She wanted to gather as much information as she could, to piece together the truth herself. She couldn’t just wait for him to share it willingly.


  



  “I… I…”


  



  She steadied her trembling breath.


  



  “I like you, Cesare.”


  



  It was a simple, obvious truth—one he surely already knew—but saying it felt monumental.


  



  “No matter what you do… even if others see you as a villain…”


  



  Her voice wavered as she confessed feelings she had harbored for so long.


  



  “Even if you come to dislike me, even if I stop being the Grand Duchess, even if I’m cast aside… I’ll still like you.”


  



  The more she spoke, the more she felt unsure of how to continue. Her words came out clumsily, tears threatening to fall.


  



  “You’re the only one for me.”


  



  She took a shaky breath. His crimson gaze bore into her, as if waiting for her to finish.


  



  “So I want to understand you better. I don’t want to see you suffer. I want you to be free of nightmares. It’s for your sake, but also…”


  



  Her face flushed, her voice trembling with raw emotion. She didn’t look away.


  



  “…it’s for mine too.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 155


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen’s love for Cesare was deeply selfish. Others might see it differently, but Eileen believed her feelings were inherently self-serving.


  If she truly cared for Cesare, she wouldn’t pry into the parts of him he wished to keep hidden. She would respect his secrets and leave them untouched.


  But Eileen wanted to know everything about him. Even though her efforts wouldn’t help him in any meaningful way—barely as much as a single petal could aid a flower—she still wanted to protect him.


  Yet that wasn’t what Cesare desired.


  He didn’t expect Eileen to do anything for him. He wanted her to stay within the safe confines of the boundaries he had set for her. He was willing to expand those boundaries as much as she wished, but leaving them was forbidden.


  Just like tonight.


  In the past, Eileen would have retreated to the very center of his protection at the slightest frown. But now, she couldn’t bring herself to do so. She didn’t want to anymore. Even if her actions brought consequences, even if it meant losing his affection.


  The moment she realized the walls around her might be built from his blood and flesh, she knew she needed to uncover the truth.


  “Even if you don’t allow it, Cesare…”


  The car’s headlights illuminated the dark forest ahead, but inside, the cabin was dim. The scent of blood hung heavy in the air.


  Against the backdrop of the black forest, with eyes redder than blood, Cesare watched her in silence. Eileen licked her dry lips and whispered softly, “I want to know.”


  The moment she declared her defiance, her nerves overwhelmed her, and her vision blurred. Her heart pounded like a drum, as if she were a soldier daring to disobey her commander.


  Their eyes locked for what felt like an eternity, though it was only a fleeting moment. In the end, it was Cesare who broke the gaze. Eileen’s eyes widened in shock.


  Had he ever looked away from someone’s stare before? At least, not in Eileen’s memory.


  Cesare turned his gaze to the forest, staring into the darkness beyond the headlights. The white birch trees, stripped of their natural color, appeared black as shadows.


  Without a word, he opened the car door and stepped out. Startled, Eileen watched him, then tried to follow, but Cesare reached her side and pressed the passenger door shut, preventing her from leaving.


  He pulled out a cigarette and lit it, the glow briefly illuminating his sharp features. Eileen stared at him in a daze as he took a drag, the smoke curling around his face before dissipating into the night.


  Unable to step out, Eileen hurriedly rolled down the window. Smoke drifted into the car, prompting Cesare to issue a terse command.


  “Close the window.”


  But Eileen didn’t obey. She opened the window further, extending a trembling hand to gently grasp the cuff of his sleeve.


  Her touch was so light it could hardly be felt, yet Cesare allowed her to pull him slightly closer. She slipped the leather glove from his hand, exposing his unscarred palm. Holding his hand between hers, she clutched it as if in prayer.


  Cesare tilted his head, a faint smile curving his lips. After exhaling a stream of smoke, he leaned toward her.


  “Now you’re not even listening to me.”


  Eileen’s heart sank, but she remained silent, her hands still holding his. Cesare sighed and called her name softly.


  “Eileen.”


  She hesitated before meeting his gaze. His crimson eyes softened as he spoke, his voice soothing, like a lullaby.


  “Why don’t we stay home together?”


  His tone was sweet, almost coaxing, reminiscent of the way he had once handed her flowers when she was a child. He continued, the softness of his voice contrasting sharply with the weight of his words.


  “Don’t trouble yourself with things like Morpheus or Aspiria. I’ll let go of everything too. I’ll give up my title as Archduke and stay by your side.”


  Cesare leaned closer, his scarlet eyes now impossibly near. His voice dropped to a whisper, as if sharing a secret meant only for her.


  “Let’s live in a little brick house, just the two of us.”


  He was breathtakingly beautiful, dangerously alluring. Eileen almost nodded, captivated by his words.


  Living in a brick house with Cesare was a dream she had often imagined. Days spent as an ordinary couple, tending to a small garden, sharing oranges from their tree, cooking together in a cozy kitchen.


  In her dream, Cesare would cut the bread for sandwiches, probably preparing all the ingredients himself because he disliked seeing her use a knife. In return, she would find small ways to make his days brighter—not through grand gestures, but simple acts of care.


  The thought warmed her heart. It was everything she wanted. Yet, she couldn’t nod.


  Because as perfect as it seemed, it was a castle built on sand.


  “So, you still wouldn’t tell me anything?” she asked, her voice steady but soft.


  Cesare didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he held her hands, his larger ones gently brushing over hers.


  “There’d be no danger to worry about,” he replied.


  Once, she would have trusted his words without hesitation. But now, she couldn’t accept them at face value.


  “…If that’s truly what you wanted—living together in a brick house,” she began carefully, “I think you would have done it already. You wouldn’t have made me the Grand Duchess.”


  Cesare had chosen not to live in the brick house. Instead, he had made her the Archduchess of Erzet. He had elevated her, once an obscure baron’s daughter who couldn’t even call herself a proper apothecary, to one of the Empire’s most esteemed positions.


  He had pulled her from a small world and given her the wings to soar—wings he had crafted himself, making her bold enough to fly high without fear.


  Now, he was asking her to clip those wings, but Eileen didn’t believe it was what he truly wanted.


  It terrified her to voice this judgment, to presume to know his heart. But she had to say it. Looking into his fractured crimson gaze, she called his name.


  “Cesare.”


  “….”


  He didn’t reply, waiting silently as he always did when she had something to say. He might seem to impose his will, but he never dismissed her words.


  “Do you really want me to do nothing and stay in a brick house?” she asked.


  Cesare let out a soft, broken laugh. He brought her hand to his face, brushing it against his cheek as he closed his eyes.


  “…No,” he murmured.


  “No, Eileen…”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 156


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  When Cesare learned that he had to kill her seven times, he didn’t think it would be difficult.  


  After all, she was only a presence in a dream—a figment of his imagination. Like any fleeting dream, he thought he could end it quickly and return to reality.


  The first time he killed Eileen, it didn’t bother him. The second and third times weren’t much different. But as the repetitions stacked, Cesare began to notice how each instance chipped away at him.


  By the seventh and final time, he couldn’t go through with it.


  Instead, Cesare spent long, quiet days with Eileen in their little brick house, having cast everything else aside. It was a perfect world, just the two of them.


  The peaceful days were intoxicatingly sweet. Even though he knew it was all a fabricated illusion, he couldn’t bring himself to leave. At times, he even wondered if the outside world was the dream and this place was reality.


  Eventually, though, he woke up. He realized the time he had spent there had been only for his own benefit.


  The sensation of that last time he killed Eileen was still vivid in his hands. It was a rainy day, in the upstairs bedroom of their brick house. The air was damp, the shadows oppressive. He had broken his wife’s neck while she wept, pleading for her life.


  Cesare recalled the Eileen from the dream—young and innocent, blissfully happy in the safe haven he had created for her.


  Then he turned his gaze to the real Eileen, standing before him now. She gripped his hand firmly, her large eyes resolute, declaring that she had to know the truth, no matter what. The Eileen who now fought to protect him, even at the risk of her own safety, was nothing like the Eileen from the dream.


  But this moment was reality.


  “Cesare…” Eileen’s voice trembled, her shock clear. She had noticed something. Cesare, who had been looking down, slowly raised his eyes to meet hers. He faced her without hiding the cracks within himself.


  Even if it had been a lie, he had killed her. Every one of those seven times felt as real as the world they stood in now.


  Cesare had long known he was broken, that his shattered self would inevitably harm Eileen.


  “For myself, I think.”


  The words struck Cesare deeply. For herself. But wasn’t that the reason behind all his choices, too?


  Eileen, struggling so hard to change, was becoming more and more like him. She was his creation, his wife. Of course, it was only natural.


  Gently, Cesare pressed his lips to the back of her hand. The gesture was one of devotion, as if honoring the most precious being in his world. He knew his brokenness would cause her pain, but he couldn’t stop himself.


  “That gift you gave me, Eileen,” he murmured. Slowly pulling away, he reached into his coat and pulled out a pocket watch—a silver piece she had given him to commemorate his victory in battle.


  “I should return it to you.”


  Eileen’s eyes widened as she looked at him.


  She was clever. It wouldn’t take her long to piece together the truth. Though he wanted to delay that moment, it was inevitable, and the time to confront it had come.


  Cesare placed the watch in her hands. “You’ll need this now,” he said softly.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen held the watch up to the sunlight, examining it carefully. Its surface was flawless, without a single scratch. It was clear how much care Cesare had taken with it.


  When he had first pulled it from his coat, she had been surprised. Though Cesare had once praised the gift and claimed to like it, she had assumed it would end up tucked away in a drawer, forgotten.


  ‘He carried it with him all this time?’


  Not just carried, but cared for it so meticulously. Eileen opened the watch, her fingers moving cautiously as she looked at the ticking hands. Out of curiosity, she glanced at the clock on the wall of her laboratory and noticed something odd—the watch’s time was wrong.


  Cesare wasn’t the type to leave a watch unwound or out of sync. The inconsistency puzzled her.


  She wound the watch and set the time carefully, her thoughts drifting back to their conversation in the forest.


  Cesare had refused to tell her anything. Yet, he hadn’t forbidden her from seeking answers, either.


  She recognized this as a kind of tacit permission. Or perhaps, more accurately, it was an acknowledgment that he wouldn’t stop her from pursuing what she wanted.


  ‘Not permission exactly… more like a refusal to interfere.’


  It was a subtle distinction, but to Eileen, it made all the difference.


  She found herself replaying that moment with Cesare over and over in her mind. The sight of him shaken, his composure cracking, struck something deep within her.


  ‘Why?’


  He had insisted it wasn’t because of her. Eileen believed that, too. Yet, the logic of what she knew clashed with the intuition she felt when she looked at him.


  ‘What if it is because of me?’


  That single thought shattered her long-held assumptions. She had always believed Cesare never lied to her. But the idea that he would go to such dangerous lengths for her—risking his body and soul—seemed absurd.


  Cesare’s affection for her was undeniable—he had even said it wouldn’t waver easily. But she had never believed his feelings mirrored her own.


  Her world revolved around Cesare, but she couldn’t imagine his world revolving around her.


  Shaking her head, Eileen forced herself to abandon her preconceptions. When conducting research, it was crucial not to dismiss possibilities prematurely, no matter how uncomfortable they seemed.


  ‘What if it’s really because of me?’


  As the thought took root, her hands stilled. The once-clear stream of her thoughts became a flood, overwhelming and chaotic. What if her presence, her desires, had led Cesare to this point? Could she undo it? Could she at least stop him from continuing down this dangerous path?


  Eileen squeezed her eyes shut, trying to quiet her mind.


  ‘Focus on something else for now…’


  Taking a deep breath, she wound the watch one last time, ensuring the time was set correctly. She traced her fingers over its smooth surface.


  ‘Why did he return this to me?’


  Among the many gifts she had given him over the years, this was the first one he had ever returned. It couldn’t be meaningless.


  Her thoughts shifted to another peculiar item Cesare had given her: the golden feather he had taken from the Duke of Farbellini. Needing a distraction, she fetched the glass case containing the feather and placed it on her desk.


  The feather’s shimmering light caught her eye, drawing her in with its beauty. On impulse, she set the pocket watch atop the glass case.


  She stared at the two objects—one a gift she had given Cesare, the other something he had taken for her. They seemed unrelated, utterly disconnected.


  “What now…” she muttered under her breath, frustrated.


  Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock on the door.


  “Milady, it’s Sonio,” came the butler’s voice.


  Eileen quickly picked up the watch and tucked it into her pocket. “Come in,” she called.


  Sonio entered and bowed. “Your Majesty will be arriving shortly.”


  “So soon? I’ll be right down.”


  The emperor’s visit was earlier than expected. Eileen hurried to prepare, her nerves on edge. Today, Emperor Ornella and Leon Farbellini were visiting to check on Cesare’s recovery.


  As Sonio had reminded her earlier, Cesare would receive them from his bed, maintaining the appearance of a recovering patient despite having fully healed.


  For now, Eileen would have to greet the emperor and Lady Farbellini alone.


  Following Sonio downstairs, Eileen stepped outside just as the imperial carriage—a vehicle adorned with the Empire’s winged lion insignia—rolled to a stop at the estate’s entrance.


  Sonio opened the car door with practiced grace, bowing deeply. “Welcome, Your Majesty.”


  Eileen began to bow as well but froze mid-motion.


  The person who stepped out wasn’t Ornella. It was Leon, alone.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 157


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen wondered why Leon had come alone, without Ornella, but she couldn’t ask outright—not when the other party was the emperor. Not wanting to commit the discourtesy of delaying her greeting, she quickly bent her knees in a respectful bow.


  Leon watched her greeting with an unreadable expression, while Sonio, assisting nearby, carefully observed the emperor’s mood.


  “Have you been well?” Leon asked with a gentle smile. “This is the first time we’ve met since that day outside, isn’t it?”


  Eileen recalled the time when Leon had covertly appeared during one of her outings, asking questions about the lion’s feather Cesare had gifted her—questions laced with suspicion.


  Yet, the memory that lingered like shards of glass in her mind wasn’t the feather itself, but his cryptic words from that day.


  “Does the Grand Duchess know what the term ‘Imperator’ originally meant?”


  “I believe it meant the supreme commander…”


  “Correct. The army’s commander-in-chief was synonymous with the emperor, which is how the term ‘Imperator’ came to be. Though that is no longer the case.”


  Leon had smiled as he spoke of the commander-in-chief, but the weight of his words grew heavier the more Eileen dwelled on them.


  She had never shared this conversation with Cesare. It felt too much like sowing discord between the supposedly close brothers.


  ‘And yet, here he is, visiting personally to check on Cesare. Surely they must be close,’ she thought, trying to push away her suspicions about the emperor. Instead, she offered a faint smile to greet him.


  Leon allowed Eileen to guide him into the Grand Duke’s residence. He strode confidently through the hall, his pace so brisk that Eileen, the hostess, found herself trailing behind as if struggling to keep up.


  Realizing this, Leon muttered, “Ah, my apologies,” and slowed his steps. Once they were walking side by side, he turned to her and asked, “Have you been to the temple?”


  The question caught her off guard. Leon surely knew that Cesare detested temples. Why was he bringing it up? Her confusion made her hesitate to respond, which prompted Leon to frown slightly as he gently rebuked her.


  “I’m asking if you’ve gone to pray for the Grand Duke’s recovery.”


  Sighing lightly, he elaborated, “It’s well-known that the Grand Duke is an atheist. But customs cannot be ignored. After all, even your wedding ceremony had a high priest officiate, did it not?”


  Eileen understood his point. Avoiding the temple brought no benefits, and there might come a time when they would need the temple’s support. Leon was suggesting she mend the strained relationship between the Grand Duke and the temple under the pretext of praying for his recovery.


  It was sound advice, but Eileen found it hard to accept.


  ‘Would Cesare want this?’ she wondered.


  She could already imagine him frowning at her for wasting her time on something unnecessary. But refusing the emperor’s suggestion outright wasn’t an option either. Eileen racked her brain for a tactful response.


  “I hadn’t thought of it… I must have overlooked it due to my inexperience. I’ll make sure to visit the temple and offer prayers soon,” she said carefully.


  “Soon?” Leon repeated with a smile. “Why not go right now?”


  “…Excuse me?”


  The suggestion startled her so much that she inadvertently echoed his words. Leon continued speaking with the same calm smile.


  “There’s nothing else pressing to attend to, is there? Lady Ornella isn’t here, after all.”


  It was then that Eileen understood why Leon had come alone. If Ornella were present, Eileen would have stayed at the residence to host her. Leon’s next words confirmed her realization.


  “I’d like some quiet time to speak with my brother. That’s why I’m asking, Grand Duchess.”


  Leon made no effort to hide the fact that he wanted to send her away.


  Instinctively, Eileen glanced at Sonio. Following at a respectful distance, the butler’s face had hardened. Even the seasoned steward couldn’t conceal his unease. Eileen recognized how abnormal this situation was, but she couldn’t ignore the emperor’s request.


  Recalling how Leon had expressed displeasure toward soldiers who disobeyed the emperor’s commands, Eileen decided it was safer to comply.


  “I’ll head there immediately,” she said.


  “Good. I hope I won’t need to bring this up again,” Leon replied curtly before turning his attention to Sonio. When the butler stepped forward to escort him, Leon waved him off.


  “This is the Grand Duke’s residence. I hardly need an escort to find my way.”


  “Your Majesty, I cannot allow you to go unaccompanied. If the Grand Duke were to hear of this…”


  “Do you think I don’t know my own twin’s feelings?” Leon interrupted, his tone light but firm.


  “I didn’t mean it that way, Your Majesty,” Sonio replied quickly.


  “Then don’t interrupt. Let me speak with my brother in peace.”


  And with that, Leon dismissed Sonio and made his way to Cesare’s room alone.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Eileen headed straight to the temple. With all the knights occupied elsewhere, she had no escort, and Sonio looked visibly distressed.


  The butler had offered to accompany her, but Eileen insisted he stay behind to explain the situation to Cesare. She reassured him before departing, taking a car driven by one of the household soldiers.


  The temple, situated in the heart of the capital, wasn’t far from the Grand Duke’s estate. As Eileen stepped out of the car, she looked up at the massive structure, its grandeur overwhelming.


  The temple, which predated the founding of the empire, had been destroyed during a war and later rebuilt by the empire’s first emperor. Dedicated to all the gods, its entrance was guarded by statues of winged lions, symbolizing humanity’s prayers reaching the heavens.


  Entering the temple itself was restricted. Most visitors simply touched the lion statues, left floral offerings, and departed. Only high-ranking nobles and royalty, who made significant donations, were permitted inside.


  The Farbellini family, known for their piety, frequently visited the temple and were generous donors. Eileen, on the other hand, had never been inside. The towering marble columns alone were enough to make her feel small.


  To make matters worse, the people offering flowers at the statues all turned to stare at her as she approached. Their collective gaze made her shrink back even further.


  As she hesitated, the guards at the entrance fixed their sharp eyes on her. Their stares made her self-conscious enough to touch her cheek with the back of her hand.


  ‘Is the Grand Duchess’s presence here really such a shock?’


  The guards were so stunned they simply gaped at her for a moment before hastily regaining their composure and bowing.


  “It is an immeasurable honor to have the Grand Duchess of Erzet grace us with her presence,” one of them stammered.


  Their awkwardness left Eileen equally flustered. “I’m here… to pray,” she said, speaking formally yet uncertainly.


  At her words, the guards respectfully escorted Eileen inside. The grand interior of the temple unfolded before her, its marble pillars giving way to a magnificent domed ceiling adorned with golden sun motifs. The sheer grandeur of the space made reverence unavoidable.


  Unlike the sunlit exterior, the cool stone of the temple’s interior sent a chill through her. As she stepped further inside, she shivered slightly—then froze in place.


  A strange sensation swept over her, as if her entire body were being struck by static. Simultaneously, a heat began to emanate from her chest, where the pocket watch lay.


  Fumbling, she retrieved the watch from her dress pocket, only to blink in shock.


  The hands of the watch had stopped.


  She was certain it had been working perfectly earlier—she had wound it herself. Yet, the watch that had burned hot just moments ago now lay cool in her hands.


  Before she could investigate further, she noticed someone standing at the altar. A woman, who had been praying, slowly stood and spoke.


  “It’s almost laughable, isn’t it? The one who should be here praying first is absent, leaving me to wish for the Grand Duke’s recovery all alone.”


  Ornella’s measured footsteps echoed as she approached, her shoes clicking against the stone floor. With a radiant smile, she greeted Eileen.


  “You’re quite early, aren’t you?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen had not expected Ornella’s presence at all. Shocked, she froze for a moment before finally calling out to her.


  “…Lady Ornella.”


  Upon hearing her name, Ornella narrowed her eyes and let out a soft laugh. Unlike her usual composed demeanor, she seemed unconcerned by the presence of others, behaving as though it were just the two of them.


  Eileen’s gaze slowly drifted over Ornella’s shoulder. The temple priests stood there, watching them with kindly smiles. Though they were all different individuals, their identical expressions gave off an oddly unsettling vibe.


  Each of them regarded Ornella with unmistakable favor. It was no surprise, given the Farbellini family’s regular generous donations to the temple.


  In that moment, Eileen understood why Ornella had not accompanied Leon to the Grand Duke’s residence. While the exact orchestrator of this situation remained unclear, one thing was certain:


  Just like Ornella, Leon harbored disdain for Eileen. Otherwise, he would never have allowed such a situation to unfold.


  Eileen tightened her grip on the pocket watch in her hand. She was well aware that she was not a natural fit for her position as Grand Duchess, that she had no rightful claim to it.


  She had expected some to view her unfavorably, but the realization that Leon—of all people—was one of them stung. She had quietly admired his warmth and kindness, and this hurt more than she cared to admit.


  To Leon, Eileen must have seemed like an impurity clinging to his perfect younger brother.


  ‘It can’t be helped. It’s all because I’m lacking.’


  While she might never win Leon’s approval, Eileen resolved to at least try to ease his displeasure.


  And if possible, she hoped to foster a cordial relationship with Ornella. After all, their paths would inevitably continue to cross.


  ‘Though it’s likely to be very difficult…’


  With those thoughts, Eileen tucked the now lukewarm pocket watch back into her pocket and met Ornella’s gaze.


  Standing with the priests behind her, Ornella leaned closer to Eileen and whispered, “Since you’re here, I might as well teach you a few things, don’t you think? I assume this is your first time inside the temple.”


  Without waiting for a response, Ornella seized Eileen’s wrist. Startled by the sudden touch, Eileen flinched but refrained from pulling away, allowing herself to be led.


  Ornella guided Eileen toward the altar. The marble surface was adorned with fresh flowers, much like what Eileen had seen at the hunting festival. However, instead of stacking cedarwood directly on the altar, censers were arranged around it.


  A priest standing by the altar greeted them with a courteous bow. As if on cue, other priests approached, eager to address Eileen.


  “We never expected the Grand Duchess of Erzet to grace our temple.”


  “The Grand Duke will surely recover soon, so please don’t worry too much. The gods will hear your prayers.”


  Ornella, smiling brightly as she listened, seized the moment to interject.


  “The Grand Duchess hadn’t visited the temple before because she didn’t understand the will of the gods, but that will no longer be the case.”


  With a playful shake of Eileen’s still-captured wrist, Ornella emphasized her words.


  Though Eileen said nothing, the priests responded as if she had agreed, offering their thanks to Ornella.


  “Lady Farbellini always guides the lost back to the right path. We are forever grateful.”


  “What great deeds have I done? It’s all thanks to the prayers of you priests,” Ornella replied humbly.


  She had clearly implied to the priests that she was the reason Eileen, an atheist, had come to the temple. It wasn’t entirely untrue; without Ornella’s interference, Eileen would not have been here.


  Ornella handed Eileen a flower. As Eileen stared at it, she noticed it was a bisexual flower, containing both male and female parts.


  “You place it here, kneel, and then pray…” Ornella said, tilting her head toward the altar as if remembering something.


  “You mentioned before that you were giving away ‘Aspiria’ for free.”


  Eileen froze, still holding the flower, as Ornella brought up a topic she thought had long been settled.


  “I was thinking—why not donate it through the temple? If you’re only giving it to nobles, it doesn’t look good, does it? You could distribute it to the general populace too.”


  Ornella shrugged, as if making a lighthearted suggestion.


  “You didn’t make the medicine to make money, did you? Especially since it’s the Grand Duke’s household we’re talking about.”


  The priests lit up with enthusiasm at Ornella’s idea, praising it as a wonderful opportunity to strengthen ties between the temple and the Grand Duke’s household. The atmosphere grew heavy with expectation, making it difficult for Eileen to refuse, but she answered firmly.


  “I’d like to, but it’s simply not feasible.”


  The priests looked surprised at Eileen’s resolute response, as she had been quietly acquiescing until now.


  Eileen lowered her trembling hands to hide their shaking, maintaining a steady expression despite the fierce pounding of her heart.


  But the truth was the truth.


  “We’ve already reached the production limit. If we try to increase it any further, the quality will drop. And distributing it through the temple for free would be unfair to those who have already purchased it.”


  Contrary to Eileen’s expectations, Ornella didn’t mock her or respond with sarcasm. Instead, she nodded as though she had been waiting for that answer.


  “Exactly,” Ornella agreed, lifting Eileen’s hand to emphasize her next words. The trembling flower in Eileen’s hand was now fully visible.


  “That’s why I’m planning to distribute a medicine similar to ‘Aspiria’ through the temple, to the people of the empire.”


  With that, Ornella guided Eileen’s hand to place the flower on the altar.


  “Here, place it there,” she instructed.


  Eileen complied, and after offering the flower, she asked cautiously, “A similar medicine…?”


  “Yes, as I mentioned before. It’s derived from willow tree extracts.”


  “…”


  “I gathered the finest pharmacists in the empire to develop it. They’re all graduates of prestigious pharmaceutical schools and have years of experience in medicine. Honestly, it might even be better than ‘Aspiria.’”


  Eileen stared at Ornella in silence. She had expected similar medicines to emerge eventually, given ‘Aspiria’’s immense popularity, but she hadn’t anticipated Ornella to be the one behind it.


  Her concern deepened.


  The timing didn’t add up. A month ago, during the hunting festival, Eileen had only shared that Aspiria was derived from willow trees—not the full formula.


  Yet Ornella claimed to have developed a competing medicine in such a short time. It seemed more likely that pharmacists, under pressure from the Farbellini family, had hastily created a medicine by adding salicylic acid to existing painkillers.


  The thought of an untested drug being distributed to the general populace was alarming.


  “Were proper clinical trials conducted?” Eileen asked, focusing on the most critical issue.


  Ornella waved dismissively, as if the question were absurd.


  “That’s not my job. I’m just the one giving the orders—from the top down.”


  Her cavalier attitude left no room for further questioning.


  What should I do?


  Eileen thought desperately. If the untested medicine caused harm, it would not only endanger people but also tarnish Aspiria’s reputation.


  ‘I can’t let this happen.’


  After a moment of rapid thinking, she opened her mouth and asked, “Lady Ornella, last time you mentioned that Aspiria didn’t work for you. Have you found a painkiller that does?”


  Ornella raised her eyebrows at the unexpected question.
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  Ornella answered with a mocking tone, drawing out her words.


  “No?”


  Her haughty gaze seemed to say, Let’s see where you’re going with this. Normally, Eileen might have been intimidated by Ornella’s demeanor. But today, some strange courage propelled her forward. She continued without hesitation.


  “I’ve developed a new painkiller, in liquid form—like a sweet syrup. It’s made from entirely different ingredients than Aspiria. I think this one would work better for you, Lady Ornella.”


  This medicine had been crafted with Ornella in mind, in the hopes of mending their strained relationship. Back when Eileen sold medicines at a small inn, she’d encountered customers like Ornella for whom Aspiria wasn’t suitable. She had refined one of those older formulas specifically for this purpose.


  “It might not have been easy for you to find a suitable painkiller among the ones on the market, but I think this could work for you.”


  Ornella’s expression soured, her displeasure evident.


  “So, the Grand Duchess has been snooping into my personal affairs, has she?”


  “It’s not snooping… People who don’t respond to standard painkillers often share similar traits, so I thought it might help,” Eileen replied.


  Ornella stared at Eileen intently, as if searching for a hint of deceit in her words. Her gaze was piercing, and she leaned in closer, her large eyes unblinking. The scrutiny was intense, but Eileen only shrank her shoulders slightly without stepping back.


  Ornella asked, her tone flat and unreadable, “Surely you’re not suggesting that if I take this, you’d like me to call off the release of a medicine similar to Aspiria, are you?”


  Eileen had to admit, she did wish for that outcome. But she knew it was impossible. She shook her head firmly and met Ornella’s eyes.


  “I’d like to test the medicine developed by the Farbellini family.”


  “…What?” Ornella’s voice brimmed with incredulity as she asked for clarification.


  “I know the development period was too short,” Eileen continued calmly. “Let me be the test subject. Just give me a little more time.”


  Ornella was left speechless. She couldn’t understand why Eileen would volunteer to take such a risk. Deep down, Ornella knew the rushed development process had likely resulted in an untested and potentially unsafe drug.


  The only reason she had pushed for the release was to tarnish the reputation of Aspiria. If side effects arose, they could spread rumors that the formulas were identical. If the drug worked, she’d spin a narrative of Farbellini’s altruism compared to Erzet’s profiteering.


  Ornella didn’t care about the medicine’s effects on people. She was only interested in the results it could bring her.


  Yet here was Eileen, volunteering to test the potentially dangerous drug herself. It was a move with no apparent benefit—one that only invited risk and loss.


  “Why?” Ornella asked, her suspicion evident. “Why would you volunteer to take it?”


  “I…”


  Eileen thought of Count Domenico and his wife. She remembered the comfort she had provided the ailing Countess and the fleeting smile it had brought to the tormented Count.


  Finally, she spoke the words she had kept buried.


  “Because I’m a pharmacist.”


  Her answer was resolute, devoid of doubt or hesitation. It carried the weight of conviction, a principle she held deeply. For once, it was Ornella who faltered, her eyes briefly reflecting confusion.


  The woman who usually looked down on everyone with disdain and indifference now found herself at a loss for words.


  But the momentary uncertainty passed quickly. Ornella leaned back, distancing herself from Eileen, and let out a dry, humorless laugh.


  “Ridiculous…”


  Her muttered words lacked their usual sharpness. For some reason, Ornella avoided meeting Eileen’s gaze, focusing instead on the altar as she spoke.


  “Do as you wish. I’ll send the medicine to you, so you can take as much as you want. Don’t be too surprised if it works better than Aspiria.”


  She delivered the snide remark in her usual biting tone, gesturing toward the prayer dais with her chin.


  “You’ve made your offering, so go ahead and pray now.”


  For Eileen, who had never entered a temple before, the idea of praying felt oddly fitting. She decided to comply without complaint.


  As she moved quietly toward the prayer dais, Ornella and the priests exchanged surprised glances. They had assumed that Eileen, like Cesare, was an atheist.


  Placing her hands together, Eileen felt the hard, cold wood press against her skin.


  ‘Does God exist?’


  It was a question she had pondered countless times, one with no definitive answer. Eileen struggled to believe in a deity that offered no tangible evidence of existence.


  Yet, she wasn’t an atheist. She believed in the inexplicable moments of grace that sometimes occurred—the kind that couldn’t be explained by human hands.


  And so, she prayed.


  Whenever Cesare left for battle, she prayed for a miracle. She begged every god to protect him, to ensure his safe return.


  Desperate and powerless, prayer was all Eileen could do for Cesare. And somehow, her prayers were answered.


  Even in wars where everyone predicted his demise, Cesare returned alive. Whether it was divine intervention or a testament to Cesare’s own resilience, Eileen didn’t know.


  ‘But there’s so little I can do for him. That’s why…’


  She prayed fervently to all the gods.


  ‘Perhaps praying here, in this sacred space, will make my wishes stronger…’


  She knew it was a foolish thought, but the solemn atmosphere inspired her. If nothing else, the sanctity of the temple made it easier to focus.


  She fixed her gaze on the altar, overflowing with flowers. Among the vibrant blooms, her eyes lingered on a lily before she closed her eyes and began her prayer.


  She poured all her hopes into her words, praying for the shadows that loomed over Cesare to be lifted. She begged for his path to be bathed in light and for divine miracles to guide him.


  Lost in her prayer, Eileen suddenly heard a strange sound: tick-tick-tick. The distinct noise of clock hands turning.


  Startled, she opened her eyes, but there was no clock in sight. Even if one were present, it couldn’t have sounded so close, as if right by her ear.


  Confused, she scanned her surroundings. Ornella raised an eyebrow, clearly hearing nothing.


  ‘Is this a hallucination?’


  Eileen quickly thought back to any medicine she had taken recently. The most suspicious was Morpheus, but its effects should have faded by now.


  At that moment, the candles around the altar flickered violently. A faint vibration coursed through the ground, and Eileen wasn’t the only one to notice—Ornella and the priests looked around uneasily, their eyes darting to the floor.


  But Eileen lifted her gaze to the ceiling instead. The vibration didn’t feel like it was coming from below.


  As she studied the domed roof, the sealed temple doors suddenly swung open.


  “Eileen!”


  The familiar voice rang out, accompanied by sunlight pouring into the dim interior. Beyond the doors stood Cesare.


  He was supposed to be in the middle of a conversation with Leone, yet here he was at the temple. Eileen barely managed to form his name, her surprise evident.


  But before she could call out to him, a thunderous sound, like a growl, echoed through the temple.


  The marble columns supporting the structure and the domed ceiling above cracked with a deafening snap. Thick fractures spread like lightning across the solid stone.


  “Ce-Cesare…”


  As Eileen called his name, Cesare rushed into the temple. But before he could reach her, the columns crumbled, and the shattered ceiling collapsed.


  Massive chunks of stone rained down in an instant, engulfing the temple in chaos.
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  As soon as he stepped into the bedroom, Leon lightly frowned.


  Despite Leon’s insistence that Cesare remain in bed and rest, Cesare was clearly seated on the sofa, waiting for him.


  “It seems the Duke won’t even obey an imperial command. I told you to rest…” Leon grumbled, taking a seat across from him. Cesare responded with a faint, fleeting smile, which Leon mirrored without realizing it.


  “Where’s Eileen?”


  “I asked for her understanding. I wanted to speak to you alone.”


  “I thought Lady Farbellini was also coming.”


  “I sent her away too—for the sake of our brotherly time,” Leon quipped with a shrug, his tone light. Cesare didn’t press further, leaving Leon to gaze at him pensively.


  “How’s your shoulder?”


  “It’s fine.”


  The brief response darkened Leon’s expression. He let out a long sigh.


  “So, you ruined your shoulder taking down Count Bonaparte. Did you at least get what you wanted?”


  “Not as much as I’d hoped,” Cesare admitted, his red eyes fixed on Leon. “But it wasn’t entirely meaningless.”


  For a moment, the brothers simply looked at one another. Though they were twins born of the same womb, they were as different as night and day—in appearance and temperament.


  As Leon regarded his brother, memories of playing the piano resurfaced. His fingertips tingled, recalling the keys beneath them.


  “Brother,” Cesare said, his crimson eyes capturing Leon completely. Even in his calm demeanor, he couldn’t entirely hide the bitterness of jealousy that occasionally surfaced.


  “Do you remember what I asked of you when I left for Kalpen?”


  “Of course,” Leon replied without hesitation.


  Cesare had placed him on the imperial throne and left for the battlefield without a second thought, entrusting Leon with a single request.


  Leon swallowed slowly. His throat felt parched, as though the act of swallowing was the only thing preventing his voice from cracking.


  “Why bring that up now?”


  “I was just curious.”


  Cesare leaned back against the sofa, his posture deceptively relaxed, and added in a low voice, “I know my brother wouldn’t lie to me, but as I piece things together, there are fewer people left to suspect.”


  Leon had a fleeting vision of a piano string snapping, followed by the discordant sound ringing in his ears. It couldn’t be. Cesare couldn’t have found out—it had been a single mistake. Leon furrowed his brow and forced a laugh.


  “What are you talking about, Cesare?”


  “Do you still play the piano?”


  It didn’t seem like Cesare was expecting an answer, as he immediately changed the subject. Leon tried to read his brother’s intentions, but Cesare’s words were too opaque to decipher.


  “I’ve been thinking of picking up the violin again. My hands have gotten stiff, so I’m not sure how well it’ll go.”


  Leon tried to steer the conversation elsewhere, feeling as though a heavy stone had settled in his gut.


  “Let me see your wound,” he said.


  “It’s almost healed; you don’t need to worry about it.”


  “How could I not? I’m your brother.” Leon’s tone carried a hint of sternness.


  “You were shot, Cesare. Which reminds me—I sent the Grand Duchess to the temple today.”


  At the mention of the temple, Cesare’s face hardened instantly.


  “…What?”


  Startled by the sudden change in his brother’s demeanor, Leon hurried to explain.


  “I asked her to pray for your recovery. You can’t keep opposing the temple forever. Since you won’t go, I thought she could…”


  Before Leon could finish, Cesare sprang from his seat.


  “Cesare?”


  Leon called after him, but Cesare didn’t look back. He strode across the room and flung the door open with such force that the hinges creaked under the pressure.


  “Sonio!”


  “Yes, Your Grace,” replied the ever-dutiful Sonnio, who had been waiting just outside. Without needing instructions, Sonnio handed Cesare a set of car keys.


  Donning the coat that Sonnio quickly offered, Cesare descended the stairs rapidly. A military jeep waited outside the mansion.


  Although the driver was ready, Cesare got behind the wheel himself. The engine roared to life, and with a sharp press on the accelerator, he sped off immediately.


  Within the city limits, there were strict speed regulations, but Cesare paid them no mind, driving recklessly through the streets.


  Pedestrians leaped out of the way, startled by the roaring jeep. With razor-sharp precision, Cesare maneuvered through the city and reached the temple.


  He screeched to a halt, sending bystanders scattering in panic. When Cesare stepped out of the jeep, their fear quickly turned to astonishment as they recognized the Grand Duke of Erzet.


  Ignoring the gawking crowd, Cesare didn’t even bother to shut the car door. He made his way straight to the grand entrance of the temple.


  A massive statue of a winged lion loomed above him, its base adorned with offerings of flowers. The air was thick with their fragrance, but Cesare didn’t spare them a second glance.


  As he approached the temple entrance, the guards instinctively raised their weapons. But when they saw who it was, their faces slackened in shock.


  There was no time for explanations. Cesare pushed open the temple’s massive doors—usually a task requiring several guards—effortlessly on his own.


  Inside, the scene came into view: a woman stood before the altar.


  “Eileen!” he called, his voice raw with urgency.


  Golden-green eyes, lifted toward the ceiling, slowly turned to him. Her gaze was a mix of surprise and joy.


  Her clear eyes gave Cesare a fleeting sense of relief, calming his wildly racing heart for just a moment. He prepared to pull her out of this wretched place.


  “C-Cesare…” Eileen’s voice trembled, and at that exact moment, the temple began to collapse.


  Massive chunks of marble rained down, enveloping her in an instant.


  Cesare stood frozen, his eyes fixed on the ruins of the shattered temple.


  In the deafening silence that followed, a sound teased his ears—a cruel mockery.


  The ticking of clock hands.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
  

  

  


  Everything was ablaze.


  The sacrificial altar was engulfed in roaring flames, consuming everything in its path. Smoke choked the air, but the sharp, metallic tang of blood was even more overwhelming.


  The stench made Eileen dizzy. She shook her head, trying to clear her mind, and blinked rapidly. When she looked up, her vision was still hazy.


  “Wh-what…?”


  Before her stood the grand temple of the capital, tall and unscathed, as if nothing had happened.


  But just moments ago, she had been buried beneath its collapse—or so she had believed.


  Reality and illusion blurred together. Her eyes wandered, unfocused, before landing on a massive altar before the winged lion statue.


  It was much larger than the one she had seen during the hunt. The flames rose higher, not as an offering, but as if they were meant for something far darker—a macabre execution.


  Blood covered everything—the lion statue, the altar, the surroundings. The statue, drenched in crimson, appeared to weep tears of blood.  


  


  What… is this?  


  


  As she hesitated, studying the grotesque scene, she spotted a familiar figure. Her eyes widened.  


  “Cesare!”  


  She called his name, her voice filled with relief. But it seemed as though her voice didn’t reach him. Cesare didn’t turn toward her; he kept walking forward.  


  Then Eileen noticed the man he was dragging—a middle-aged man, weeping as he was hauled along like a lifeless sack.  


  In Cesare’s other hand was a sword.  


  His face was terrifyingly void of expression, illuminated by the flickering firelight. Only his crimson eyes burned fiercely.  


  Cesare stopped in front of the altar and raised his sword. The blade, already stained with blood, gleamed with the reflection of the flames.  


  In a single swift motion, the man’s head was severed. It fell to the ground with a thud, rolling like a ball. Blood spurted from the neck, but it wasn’t enough to douse the flames.  


  Eileen’s entire body trembled. She couldn’t even part her lips to call his name again.  


  “Oh, my god.” 


  Cesare said, his voice curling into a twisted smile.  


  “Tomorrow, I’ll sacrifice a hundred lives.”  
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  Anyone with eyes and ears could tell. This was not a sacrifice for the gods.


  Eileen only realized belatedly that she was trembling. She was shaking so violently that her teeth chattered as she looked at Cesare.


  She knew that Cesare was not a good man. If one had to categorize him as good or evil, he leaned closer to evil.


  She knew his nature was neither gentle nor kind, that he treated her specially, unlike others.


  Even so, witnessing his killings was not easy.


  It was even harder because the beheaded man did not appear to be a criminal. He looked like an ordinary citizen of the empire, far too ordinary to be Cesare’s enemy.


  Eileen slowly lowered her gaze. She saw the balls rolling on the ground–no, the severed heads. The headless bodies lay in a tangled mess.


  This was the aftermath of Cesare’s slaughter.


  Even though she believed that he would not do such a thing without reason, Eileen could not suppress the instinctive shock that overtook her.


  This couldn’t be real. It had to be a dreadful dream. But even as she tried to convince herself, Eileen looked at Cesare, who was drenched in blood, his figure resembling a demonic wraith.


  Cesare, his sword hanging loosely at his side, was smiling. It was a smile unlike any she had seen from him before, laced with madness. As if he could throw her body into the sacrificial flames at any moment.


  “Cesare….”


  Eileen called out to him. But her voice still did not reach him. He had declared that tomorrow, he would offer a hundred more lives.


  Even if this was just a dream, she wanted to stop him. Eileen ran toward him. She nearly tripped over her own feet but barely managed to reach him.


  Yet Cesare did not see her. Even though she desperately called out to him right in front of him, he did not notice. Hesitating, she cautiously grabbed his forearm.


  At that moment, the world turned upside down. Just moments ago, it had been night, but now the sky was bathed in the hues of sunset. Beneath the blood-red sky, Cesare was committing another massacre.


  Expressionless, he stood before the altar, beheading men one after another. The number of corpses strewn around the altar had increased significantly from the day before.


  Eileen stood frozen, watching as he beheaded the last man. The sunset sky darkened into night, and stars appeared. The hundredth head rolled onto the ground.


  Cesare slowly wiped the blood splattered on his face with the back of his hand. And then, just as he had the previous night, he spoke.


  “Tomorrow, I will offer a thousand lives.”


  But now, the number had increased to a thousand. A thousand, how could it be? Eileen, her face pale, desperately reached out with trembling hands.


  “ Cesare… Cesare….”


  She called his name countless times, but Cesare did not answer. He simply gazed at the altar’s flames, as if waiting for a response.


  Then, suddenly, an intense heat surged forth. The flames on the altar swelled in an instant.


  Sparks scattered in all directions, and the crimson flames transformed into a golden hue, the radiant gold of a winged lion’s feathers.


  The sacred golden flames flickered and danced like waves. It was a miraculous sight, yet Cesare remained expressionless. As if he had been waiting for this moment, he stepped toward the altar.


  As he released his grip, the bloodstained sword clattered to the ground. His crimson eyes reflected the golden fire.


  Though he was dangerously close to the flames, Cesare seemed unaffected by the heat. He stared at the golden flames for a moment, then murmured.


  “…At last.”


  That short phrase struck deep into Eileen’s heart. Because Cesare looked utterly tormented. His face was calm, yet for some reason, Eileen felt as though her chest was being crushed.


  Cesare, who had been gazing up at the flames, slowly closed his eyes. A drop of blood fell from his fingertips into the pool of blood on the ground, sending ripples across its surface. Then, he reopened his eyes.


  “There is only one thing I desire. The revival of the dead….”


  His quiet voice whispered as if in prayer.


  “I wish for Eileen Elrod to be brought back to life.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “Hkk….”


  Eileen let out a faint groan as she opened her eyes. Her head throbbed as if it were splitting apart, and her throat burned as if it had been torn.


  Even after regaining consciousness, she could barely see, as the surroundings were still shrouded in darkness. She did not know whether she was still dreaming or if this was reality, and she groped the air in confusion.


  The blade that had taken innocent lives, the crimson eyes that had declared their slaughter was for her resurrection, all of it lingered in her mind. As she trembled with cold sweat, a chilling voice reached her ears.


  “You’ve finally woken up.”


  That voice struck her like a bucket of cold water, snapping her back to reality. Eileen swallowed hard and steadied her breath. Her eyes, now adjusted to the darkness, slowly took in her surroundings.


  She was trapped beneath the ruins of a collapsed temple. With Ornella.


  Only then did she clearly realize that what she had just experienced had been some kind of vision or hallucination. Without thinking, Eileen fumbled in her pocket.


  Her fingers closed around a smooth pocket watch. When she opened the lid, she faintly heard the ticking of the second hand.


  ‘It had definitely stopped before….’


  Her mind was still clouded as if she were in a dream. For now, Eileen put the watch back into her pocket and checked the condition of her body.


  The temple had collapsed right above her. Yet miraculously, she was unscathed. The marble altar had fallen in a way that created a small space, shielding her. She had not suffered so much as a scratch, though she was covered in dust.


  ‘Why did the temple collapse in the first place?’  


  The Grand Temple in the capital had once been destroyed and later rebuilt, but that had been an act of human destruction. Since the founding emperor had reconstructed it, it had withstood every natural disaster.


  The construction method, which mixed volcanic ash with concrete and wove horsehair between the layers, was so sturdy that even modern architecture studied and employed it.


  And yet, such a temple had collapsed in an instant. It was an impossible event.


  However, there was no point in pondering the cause of the collapse now. Pushing aside her questions, Eileen turned toward the direction of Ornella’s voice. Ornella sneered.


  “You seem fine, so stop acting dumb and help me, will you?”  


  Only then did Eileen notice the smell of blood and flinch. Ornella, her arm twisted unnaturally, was leaning against the altar, breathing heavily.


  “O-Ornella!”


  With no room to stand, Eileen crawled toward her. Ornella, just as dust-covered as Eileen, nodded slightly.


  “There are candles next to you. Light one. Here, matches.”


  She extended her uninjured hand, revealing a damp matchbox clenched in her fist.


  Eileen quickly took the matchbox, set up a fallen candle, and lit it. The flickering light revealed Ornella’s condition in full detail.


  It seemed that a falling piece of debris had struck Ornella’s arm, breaking the bone. However, the bleeding was coming from her lower body.


  “Hold on, let me check.”  


  Eileen immediately lifted Ornella’s skirt.  


  Ornella shouted something in protest, but Eileen ignored her.  


  A deep gash on her thigh continued to bleed profusely. Fortunately, it looked like the wound had narrowly missed an artery.  


  ‘First, I need to stop the bleeding… and then stabilize her arm.’  


  Eileen picked up a fallen candlestick from a distance.  


  Using the sharp edge of the candlestick, she tore a long strip of fabric from her own dress, turning it into a makeshift bandage.  


  “Don’t move.”  


  She pressed the cloth firmly against the wound to stem the bleeding.  


  Ornella groaned in pain and muttered curses under her breath, but Eileen paid no mind.  


  ‘Her arm… I need to secure it in a sling.’  


  As she tied a tight knot around the wound and thought about how to immobilize the broken arm, Ornella scoffed, her voice laced with bitter amusement.  


  “There’s no point in doing all this.”  


  “What?”  


  “How do you think we’re going to get out of here? Even outside, no one could move these stones. We’re going to die here anyway, so I’d rather have a cigarette before that happens. Just hand it to me already.”  


  “We’ll make it out.”  


  Eileen finished securing the knot, answering with absolute certainty.  


  “Cesare will come to save us.”
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  Ornella’s lips parted. She stared at Eileen with a look of disbelief before asking again.  


  “Do you think he’s some kind of… god?”  


  Her question was laced with sarcasm, as if she couldn’t understand the absolute faith Eileen had in him.  


  Being questioned like that, Eileen suddenly felt a bit embarrassed. She had answered too quickly, without hesitation. Realizing it belatedly, she added in a small voice,  


  “Yes… to me, he is.”  


  To Eileen, Cesare was no different from a god. She firmly believed that he would save her. He had always found her, no matter the circumstances. So, she wasn’t afraid.  


  Of course, it wasn’t that she wasn’t scared at all, but the fear of being trapped was far less than it could have been. She wasn’t crying or breaking down, and she could calmly help Ornella, all thanks to her unwavering faith in Cesare.  


  As she secured Ornella’s broken arm, she could feel the weight of her gaze pressing against her cheek. Eileen wanted to rub her cheek with the back of her hand, but both hands were occupied, so she simply blinked and continued the treatment.  


  Ornella watched Eileen intently until the treatment was completely finished. When their eyes met, Eileen spoke.  


  “You should lie down instead of sitting. The wound needs to be elevated above your heart.”  


  She reached out to help her down, but just as she was about to support her, Ornella asked instead of complying,  


  “Why are you helping me?”  


  Eileen paused and looked at her. Ornella was glaring at her with an expression that barely concealed hostility.  


  “Do you think that if you put me in your debt, something will change?”  


  Eileen knew that Ornella wasn’t the warmest person, but she hadn’t expected this reaction even in a situation where she was receiving help.  


  She had even torn up her dress to treat her wounds, and this was how she was repaid? Eileen suddenly had the childish urge to flick her forehead.  


  “Yes.”  


  Perhaps due to her irritation, the response came out sharper than she intended. Ornella raised an eyebrow.  


  Regardless, a patient was a patient. Eileen gritted her teeth and laid Ornella down on the ground. Then, she muttered quietly,  


  “Since I helped you, you’d better repay the favor.”  


  She grabbed a small rock and placed it under Ornella’s legs. Since her dress was already torn, she ripped it further, rolling the fabric into a makeshift pillow to support her head.  


  “…”  


  Lying on the ground, Ornella stared up at Eileen. Feeling she might have been too brazen, Eileen regretted her words. Then, suddenly, Ornella spoke.  


  “Have you ever smoked?”  


  “No…”  


  “Want to try?”  


  “N-no, I don’t…”  


  “Suit yourself.”  


  “You shouldn’t be smoking right now anyway.”  


  Eileen picked up some scattered flowers from the ground and placed them beside Ornella. Seeing her questioning look, she quietly added,  


  “It’s a substitute for cigarettes.”  


  A small consideration, at least she could inhale the floral scent instead. Ornella let out a short scoff and closed her eyes. Sweat trickled down her temple.  


  She was pretending to be fine, but she must have been in excruciating pain. The blood loss had dropped her body temperature, and she was starting to shiver.  


  ‘We have to get out of here soon.’  


  She and Ornella had been lucky to survive, but what about the priests who had been with them?  


  Eileen curled into herself, hugging her knees. As soon as she did, memories of her dream slithered into her mind like creeping shadows.  


  “I wish for Eileen Elrod to be brought back to life.”


  It had only been a dream. A meaningless delusion. Yet, she couldn’t shake the feeling that it had been seared into her mind for a reason.  


  Maybe it was because she knew Cesare suffered from nightmares, too.  


  ‘Cesare…’  


  Suddenly, she missed him so much it hurt. Eileen picked up a single lily from the ground. The flower was tattered and broken, but its fragrance remained. She held it close to her chest.  


  


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  


  In the political circles of the Imperial Capital, Count Bonaparte, a key figure, had been swiftly ousted. Fierce competition was brewing beneath the surface over who would fill his vacant position.  


  Unlike the lower house, where representatives served fixed terms, the upper house was hereditary. A vacancy in the upper house was a rare occurrence.  


  However, the sudden departure of the Marquess of Menegin, who had been the Senate Speaker, along with the removal of Count Bonaparte, a noble from a prestigious political family, had left two unexpected vacancies.  


  Nobles were now scrambling to install their own people in those seats. However, the current Senate Speaker, Count Dominico, was a firm neutralist. That meant the vacant seats were expected to be distributed fairly.  


  This was only possible because no one had yet realized that Count Dominico had become the Grand Duchess Erzet’s pawn.  


  Senon sighed as he read his brother’s letter. It had been three days since he started quitting smoking, yet he already craved a cigarette.  


  “…Even while His Excellency is taking over the empire, Father remains the same.”  


  Despite being in the provinces rather than the capital, his father still couldn’t accept the fact that the imperial throne had fallen to the twin princes instead of the empress’s son. At least his brother sent secret letters, but even so…  


  Senon longed for the pack of cigarettes he had thrown away. Resisting the urge, he reached into his pocket and popped a lemon-flavored candy into his mouth, puffing out one cheek as he sucked on it.  


  It was then,  


  “Sir Senon!”  


  The office door nearly flew off its hinges as his subordinate barged in. Senon frowned at the reckless behavior, but his face quickly paled at what was said next.  


  He ran.  


  He drove a military vehicle as fast as possible, but the streets were already congested with people and carriages. He bellowed at his subordinates,  


  “Clear the road!”  


  Then, without waiting, he leaped out of the vehicle and sprinted.  


  The Grand Shrine of the Capital wasn’t far. Even so, by the time he arrived, he was greeted by utter devastation.  


  The once-magnificent shrine had completely collapsed. Now, it was nothing more than a pile of rubble. Senon stood frozen, unable to move.  


  Eileen was inside that shrine?  


  The shrine had been reduced to nothing…  


  His legs nearly gave out. Staggering backward, he barely managed to stay standing when he heard a desperate cry.  


  “Your Excellency! Grand Duke!”  


  Senon flinched. He turned his gaze toward the ruins. Soldiers had surrounded the area to keep people back, but upon seeing Senon’s uniform, they immediately stepped aside.  


  “…Your Excellency.”  


  Senon called out dazedly. But Cesare did not turn to look at him. Or rather, he couldn’t.  


  He was digging through the rubble with his bare hands. Soldiers were trying to pull him away, but even several of them together couldn’t stop him.  


  “Eileen, Eileen…”  


  Cesare kept calling her name as he clawed at the debris. His hands were covered in wounds, his rapid healing was struggling to keep up with the fresh injuries.  


  His crimson eyes, always sharp, were empty and unfocused. His breathing was erratic, his voice shaking. Senon had never seen him like this before.  


  Kneeling beside him, Senon spoke carefully.  


  “Your Excellency. It’s me, Senon.”  


  No response.  


  “I’ve ordered excavation equipment… Moving the debris recklessly might cause further collapse. Please, just for a moment, just for a moment, wait…”  


  Senon knew he was offering a fragile hope.  


  But even he was already despairing.  


  Tears welled up in his eyes as he continued, “Lady Eileen will surely be safe…”  


  Finally, Cesare turned his gaze. His lifeless, darkened eyes met Senon’s teary ones. Then, in a quiet, unreadable voice, he whispered,  


  “…If the gods broke their deal–”  


  His bloody hands clenched around the rubble.  


  “If this was my last chance… what do I do, Senon?”
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  Senon didn’t understand Cesare’s words. But one thing was certain… Senon, too, was gripped by an endless fear in this moment.  


  Cesare was the central pillar of the Traon Imperial Army. Because of him, they had won wars that should have been impossible.  


  Even when Senon, Diego, Michele, and even Lotan wavered, Cesare remained unwavering, an unshakable core. The soldiers’ faith in him bordered on fanaticism.  


  And yet, for the first time, Cesare was breaking. His shattered gaze mirrored the ruins of the collapsed Grand Shrine.  


  He was contemplating Eileen’s death.  


  Senon, who had been staring blankly at Cesare, slowly turned his gaze away. The shrine was in ruins, its original form nearly unrecognizable.  


  To survive that collapse? It was nearly impossible. In fact, they would be lucky even to retrieve an intact body. A thought crept into Senon’s mind, one he had never considered before.  


  What if Lady Eileen dies?  


  On the battlefield, the death of comrades and subordinates was commonplace. Senon always accounted for death when planning his strategies.  


  But Eileen had been an exception.  


  He had always believed that as long as he fought hard on the battlefield, Eileen would remain safe in the capital.  


  The thought that they might part this suddenly, this meaninglessly, he had never even imagined it.  


  Senon covered his mouth with his hand. His heart was pounding too fast. His breath came in short gasps, dizziness washing over him. He forced himself to breathe slowly, counting in his head–nhale deeply, then exhale even more slowly.  


  Once he had calmed himself, he tried to think as the Grand Duke’s adjutant. He struggled to regain his composure, focusing only on the immediate situation.  


  Officially, Grand Duke Erzet was still recuperating at the ducal residence. The entire empire knew about the gunshot wound to his shoulder.  


  For him to be seen moving his arm so freely was not ideal.  


  “Your Excellency, we should step outside first.”  


  Cesare didn’t respond, even though he had clearly heard him. He only spoke after a long, long silence.  


  “…Alright.”  


  His face, which had been trembling in anguish, was now eerily calm.  


  “We don’t know yet.”  


  Whether the deal was over, or if this was just a warning…  


  Muttering under his breath, he staggered to his feet. Blood dripped steadily from his hands, torn open from clawing through the debris.  


  Senon swallowed dryly. It was clearly Cesare’s own blood, yet it felt as if it belonged to someone else.  


  His eyes, fixed on the ruined shrine, burned coldly, like embers smoldering in the depths of hell. For a long time, he simply stared at the wreckage before finally stepping back.  


  Senon quickly moved to support him, his gaze lingering on the collapsed shrine. Once again, the word death carved itself into his mind. He shook it off.  


  For now, all they could do was pray for a miracle.  


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  


  At some point, the sound of commotion reached them. It seemed they had begun clearing away the debris.  


  With each tremor, dust and small stones rained down from above. Eileen flinched and shifted her position. Thankfully, none of the debris fell near Ornella.  


  “They must be removing the rubble.”  


  She spoke to Ornella, but there was no response. Eileen checked her condition. Her face was drenched in cold sweat. She was shivering from blood loss-induced chills. The bleeding had stopped, but she wouldn’t last much longer.  


  Eileen glanced up anxiously. The gaps between the fallen stones showed nothing but darkness.  


  Hurry…  


  Cesare had seen the collapse, surely, he would be organizing a rescue operation. She just had to trust and wait. But even so, her impatience grew.  


  To share body heat, Eileen sat closer to Ornella. If she had been conscious, she would have protested, but in her current semi-unconscious state, it didn’t matter. Even if Ornella tried to push her away, Eileen had no intention of moving.  


  Sensing movement, Ornella weakly opened her eyes. Their gazes met, and Eileen flinched.  


  “I-it’s for body heat… because of the blood loss….”  


  She stammered, hastily explaining. Ornella merely stared at her for a moment before closing her eyes again. Eileen pressed closer and continued waiting for Cesare.  


  The tremors and noise grew nearer. The flickering candlelight cast shifting shadows around them. Eileen kept her eyes fixed upward.  


  How long had they waited?  


  With a loud crash, a beam of light pierced through the darkness. The dim, suffocating space was suddenly flooded with brilliant white light.  


  Eileen’s eyes widened, and she quickly sat up.  


  “Cesare!”  


  She shouted to make her presence known.  


  And the moment she called his name, a response came immediately.  


  “Eileen!”  


  Relief washed over her like a tidal wave. She couldn’t help but smile brightly. Then, she quickly shouted again,  


  “I’m here! I’m completely fine, not hurt at all. But Lady Farbellini is severely injured. Her condition is critical, so please–”  


  Before she could finish her sentence, the largest piece of rubble was lifted away. The single beam of light expanded, flooding the space with brightness.  


  The abrupt burst of daylight, after being trapped in the dark for so long, was almost blinding. Eileen instinctively squinted but struggled to keep her eyes open, trying to see above.  


  Silhouetted against the light stood a figure.  


  Just like that day, when she had been kidnapped as a child, he had come for her again.  


  Eileen’s lips parted unconsciously. Cesare extended his hand. She almost reached for it instinctively but quickly caught herself.  


  “Ah, please, take Ornella first–”  


  “Eileen.”  


  His voice was cold. Cesare repeated his command.  


  “Take my hand.”  


  Eileen obediently grasped his outstretched hand with both of hers.  


  After all, Ornella was too injured to be pulled out this way. They would need a stretcher, ropes, and proper support. It made sense for her to go first.  


  As soon as Eileen took his hand, she gasped. His palm was damp. A glance revealed it was slick with blood. His hands were so slippery with it that she feared losing her grip, but Cesare didn’t let go. He lowered another hand, gripping her wrist tightly, and pulled her upward.  


  Her feet lifted off the ground.  


  The moment she was high enough, Cesare didn’t just pull her out, he immediately wrapped her in his arms.  


  As soon as she emerged into the open air, Eileen took a deep breath. Fresh air rushed into her lungs. The space where they had been trapped had air circulation, but the enclosure had still felt suffocating. Now, under the open sky, she felt like she could finally breathe properly.  


  She was still catching her breath when she was suddenly enveloped in a tight embrace.  


  Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise.  


  Cesare’s chest rose and fell dramatically. His breathing was erratic, unstable. There was no way he was this exhausted from simply pulling her up.  


  “…”  


  He said nothing, just held her tightly.  


  Eileen blinked in confusion. It was impossible, but it felt as though Cesare was trembling. She could barely believe the faint vibrations she felt against her own body.  


  She wanted to check his expression, but his face was buried against her, hidden from view. After a moment of hesitation, she slowly returned his embrace.  


  Thump. Thump.  


  She could feel his heartbeat racing. Or maybe it was hers. Perhaps it was both.  


  In the silence of the long embrace, their hearts gradually slowed, their rapid beats settling into a steady rhythm.  


  Only after the tremors had completely subsided did Eileen finally speak, cautiously.  


  “I… wasn’t scared at all.”  


  She wasn’t sure if her words held any meaning.  


  “Because I knew you would come.”  


  She simply wanted him to know. That even in the deepest darkness, she had been at peace, because he existed.  


  “You’ve always saved me.”  


  After her quiet confession faded into the air, Cesare remained silent for a long time.  


  Then, suddenly, he laughed softly.  


  Tightening his arms around her, he whispered,  


  “I was scared, Eileen.”
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  The Duke of Farbellini was in a frenzy in front of the collapsed shrine, shouting and flailing wildly. His outbursts were delaying the rescue operation, to the point that soldiers had to restrain him.  


  When Ornella was finally rescued, the duke saw the pitiful state of his precious only daughter. Without hesitation, he struck one of the workers assisting with the rescue.  


  He needed someone to blame for his daughter’s injuries. The laborer, who had worked tirelessly to save lives, could only endure the injustice, no one dared protest against the Duke of Farbellini.  


  Fortunately, the duke soon regained his senses. He realized that now was not the time for rage, his daughter’s treatment was the priority.  


  He hurriedly took Ornella back to the ducal estate. He had already sought out a renowned physician specializing in trauma care, in addition to their personal doctor. They would begin treatment immediately.  


  Just before leaving the ruins of the collapsed shrine, the Duke of Farbellini turned to look at Eileen. Their gazes met, but he said nothing.  


  It was obvious who had administered Ornella’s first aid. They had been trapped together, there was no one else who could have done it. Yet, there was no word of gratitude. The duke only stared at Eileen for a long moment before turning away.  


  Eileen wilted under his gaze. There was no gratitude in his expression, only an inexplicable anger.  


  Is it because I was the only one who came out unharmed?  


  Among those trapped in the shrine, Eileen was the only one rescued without a single scratch. The other guards and priests had all suffered serious injuries, and some had even died.  


  Only Eileen had emerged unscathed. It was nothing short of a miracle.  


  When she was pulled from the rubble, Senon, who had been anxiously waiting outside, let out a strangled sob. He checked her condition, his voice shaking with emotion.  


  She wanted to reassure him that she was fine. But somehow, she couldn’t.  


  “…”  


  Eileen fidgeted, pulling her blanket tighter around herself.  


  Immediately, a large hand reached out and carefully adjusted the blanket for her again.  


  Feeling a little embarrassed, she peeked up. Cesare was watching her silently. Flustered, Eileen quickly averted her gaze. Cesare, without a word, pulled her back into his embrace.  


  Since the moment she had been rescued from the ruins, Eileen had been in Cesare’s arms the entire time.  


  At first, she had clung to him out of sheer relief. But as time passed, she started to feel embarrassed.  


  Countless people had gathered for the rescue effort, and she was very aware of the many eyes watching them. Being held so openly by Cesare made her feel self-conscious.  


  She had asked him to let her down, but he ignored her request completely. The best compromise she could get was for him to carry her with only one arm, to maintain the illusion that his injured shoulder was still a problem.  


  Even after they arrived at the Grand Duke’s estate, Cesare stepped out of the carriage, still carrying Eileen as if it were the most natural thing in the world.  


  “My lady!”  


  Sonio, who had been anxiously pacing at the mansion’s entrance, ran toward them. He looked as if he had aged ten years in a matter of hours. The moment he saw that Eileen was safe, he collapsed in relief.  


  The other servants gasped and rushed to support him. Eileen, startled, reached out toward him, only to realize she was still in Cesare’s arms. Her hand waved uselessly in the air.  


  “Thank goodness… It’s such a relief… truly….”  


  Sonio repeated the words over and over, his eyes misty with tears.  


  Despite his emotional state, he quickly began fussing over her.  


  “Forgive this old man’s foolishness. You must be exhausted. I’ll have your meal brought to your chambers. The bath is already prepared, and I shall–”  


  “I will do it.”  


  At Cesare’s words, both Eileen and Sonio froze. Cesare, however, didn’t wait for a response. Without hesitation, he carried Eileen inside.  


  Still dazed, Eileen only realized what was happening once her clothes started coming off.  


  He was seriously planning to bathe her himself.  


  “C-Cesare! I can do it alone…!”  


  Her protest fell on deaf ears. Cesare said nothing as he stripped away the tattered dress, his eyes narrowing.  


  Now that she thought about it, this was the dress Cesare had gifted her. The realization made her feel guilty, she had torn it apart to treat Ornella.  


  While Cesare undressed her effortlessly, she stammered out an explanation.  


  “The dress… I had to use it for Ornella’s first aid. She was bleeding heavily, so I had to stop the bleeding and splint her broken arm….”  


  Somewhere in the middle of her rambling, she realized she was completely n@ked.  


  Being exposed in front of Cesare always made her self-conscious. But the fact that this wasn’t an intimate moment, just a bath, made it even more embarrassing.  


  She instinctively moved her arms to cover her chest, but Cesare caught her wrists.  


  Lowering his gaze, he examined her. He checked the front, then gently turned her around to inspect her back, ensuring she had no injuries.  


  Once satisfied, he led her to the bath. Without any warning, he lifted her up and placed her into the warm water.  


  Eileen sank into the heat of the bath and cautiously glanced at Cesare. He was rolling up his sleeves, preparing to wash her.  


  She muttered under her breath, “I really can do this myself….”  


  Cesare, mid-motion, turned to look at her. His face was unreadable, almost indifferent. But his gaze was obsessive, clinging to her.  


  After a moment of silence, he stepped forward and began washing her himself.  


  Eileen attempted to help, but Cesare shot her a sharp look, and she obediently lowered her hands.  


  His fingers brushed against her face as he wiped it clean. His touch was smooth, devoid of any sign of injury. Yet, Eileen remembered his hands covered in blood.  


  His wounds healed quickly, but she hated how carelessly he treated his own body. She wanted to scold him for it. But now was not the time.  


  Instead, she quietly observed him.  


  Cesare’s voice echoed in her mind.  


  “I was scared, Eileen.”  


  “I wish for Eileen Elrod to be brought back to life.”


  


  The words from reality and the dream tangled together in her thoughts, refusing to fade.  


  She closed her eyes for a moment, then slowly opened them and spoke.  


  “My pocket watch has been acting strange.”  


  Cesare’s hand paused.  


  Seeing she had his attention, Eileen continued, “I don’t know if I broke it, but it keeps stopping and starting again. I was thinking of getting it repaired. And…”  


  She hesitated.  


  Could she say this?  


  She wasn’t sure. But she couldn’t keep it inside.  


  “While I was trapped in the shrine… right when it collapsed, I passed out for a moment. And I had the strangest dream. You were in it, Cesare.”  


  Drip.  


  A droplet of water fell from her wet hair, breaking the still surface of the bath.  


  Long fingers brushed against her lips. Then, those same fingers stroked her flushed cheek, warmed by the bathwater.  


  His voice was quiet as he asked, “What kind of dream?”  


  “It was completely ridiculous. Because in the dream, you were offering a sacrifice in front of the Grand Shrine.”  


  Cesare despised nonsense. Eileen hesitated, studying his face.  


  But he only tilted his chin slightly, silently urging her to continue.  


  “You sacrificed ordinary men. Ten on one day, then a hundred the next….”  


  Saying it out loud, she realized how absurd it sounded. She grasped his hand, the one still touching her face, and pressed on.  


  “Then the flames on the altar turned gold, as if the god had descended. You made a wish, but it was so unbelievable…”  


  She trailed off, looking at Cesare.  


  His crimson eyes were eerily calm.  


  In a low, steady voice, he asked, “What was my wish?”  


  Eileen hesitated before letting out a small, self-conscious laugh.  


  “You wished to bring me back to life.”
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  Eileen thought that maybe Cesare would laugh. Just a small twist of his lips, like he always did. She secretly hoped he would dismiss her dream as nonsense, reassuring her with his usual certainty.  


  But he said nothing.  


  Drip. Drip. 


  The sound of water droplets falling into the bath echoed in the silence. Steam rose from the hot water, filling the room with warmth and humidity. Her damp hair clung to the nape of her neck.  


  Cesare slowly reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. Despite being submerged in the warm water, the skin he touched broke out in goosebumps.  


  The longer the silence stretched, the more anxious Eileen became. Unable to bear it any longer, she called out hesitantly.  


  “Cesare…?”  


  Cesare tilted his head back slightly, revealing the sharp curve of his throat. He stared at the ceiling for a moment before lowering his gaze back to her.  


  “Why do you think I wouldn’t do such a thing?”  


  There was no trace of amusement in his red eyes.  


  Eileen’s lips parted as if to answer.  


  “Because the Cesare I know would never…”  


  She wanted to say it. That the Cesare she knew wasn’t like that.  


  But she couldn’t finish the sentence.  


  Thinking that she knew everything about Cesare–that in itself was arrogant.  


  As she trailed off, struggling to find the right words, Cesare reached out and lightly pinched her cheek. The suffocating tension that had filled the air dissipated like bubbles.  


  “You need to finish bathing and get some rest.”  


  Without further discussion, Cesare resumed washing her.  


  Eileen surrendered her entire body to his hands. He touched everything, from her chest to the most intimate parts between her legs.  


  She had already been embarrassed when he carried her around in public, so the idea of resisting now felt pointless. Just as he had ignored her request to be put down, he paid no mind to her attempts to wash herself.  


  In the end, Cesare meticulously cleaned every part of her body himself.  


  Even when she fidgeted in discomfort, he remained unbothered.  


  And that was just the beginning.  


  After the bath, he wrapped her in a large towel, dried her hair, and applied fragrant oils to her skin. He dressed her in soft sleepwear, then propped her up at the head of the bed and began feeding her dinner, spoonful by spoonful.  


  His attentiveness made her blush furiously.  


  She was so embarrassed that she struggled to open her mouth, but Cesare simply pressed the spoon gently against her lips, silently urging her to eat. She had no choice but to comply.  


  He was a prince by birth, now the Grand Duke of Traon, second only to the emperor. He had always been served by others yet he tended to her with the ease of someone who had done it many times before.  


  If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought this wasn’t the first time he had bathed and fed her.  


  After much struggle, she finally finished her meal. While Cesare stepped away to clear the dishes, Eileen gripped the blanket in both hands, writhing in silent embarrassment.  


  She let out a quiet sigh.  


  The others must have been worried.  


  She had heard that the other knights, aside from Senon, had been too far away to reach her in time. They must have been hurrying to the capital, only to find that she had already been rescued and taken back to the Grand Duke’s estate.  


  They must have been so worried…  


  Senon had cried, Sonio had been on the verge of tears, and even Cesare had said something completely unexpected.  


  The knights had probably been informed that she was safe, but she still felt guilty for causing them distress.  


  Her thoughts drifted to Ornella. The last time Eileen had seen her, she had been completely unconscious.  


  She knew Ornella would survive, but she worried whether her injuries would leave permanent damage, especially since Ornella took great pride in her appearance.  


  Eileen made a mental note to give her a healing salve along with the painkillers.  


  While she was lost in thought, Cesare returned to the bed. Without hesitation, he pulled her back into his embrace. She had spent the entire day in his arms, so she instinctively adjusted her position to get comfortable.  


  His hand gently caressed her face as he murmured,  


  “The knights want to visit you tomorrow. If you’re too tired, you don’t have to see them.”  


  “No, I want to see them!”  


  She had been thinking about them just moments ago, so the news made her happy.  


  Seeing her in good health would put their minds at ease.  


  Eileen rested her head against Cesare’s chest, listening to his steady heartbeat. She was lulled by its rhythmic sound until she felt his hand glide over her neck.  


  His fingers traced along her soft skin, pressing lightly over her collarbone. It wasn’t quite an intimate caress, but it was too lingering to be considered a simple gesture of affection.  


  Her body, already warm from the bath, grew even hotter under his touch.  


  Fatigue and faint pleasure blurred together, making her feel drowsy. She was on the verge of dozing off when,   


  “Don’t go to the shrine anymore.”  


  The sudden statement jolted her awake.  


  Eileen slowly lifted her head to look at him.  


  Cesare’s gaze was calm as he continued.  


  “Don’t seek out the gods. Don’t pray.”  


  “…”  


  “Even if it’s just a toy altar, don’t go near it.”  


  It was strange. Cesare had never believed in gods.  


  Eileen found it unsettling that he was speaking as if they were real.  


  As if he was trying to avoid them.  


  Even when she had been buried beneath the collapsed shrine, Cesare hadn’t prayed. Instead of pleading for divine intervention, he had dug through the rubble himself to find her.  


  So why was he saying this now?  


  “Why…?”  


  Cesare didn’t answer.  


  He simply stroked her nape in silence.  


  Her drowsiness faded, replaced by an unsettling clarity.  


  Cesare’s voice echoed in her mind.  


  “Why do you think I wouldn’t do such a thing?”  


  “I wish for Eileen Elrod to be brought back to life.”


  Dream and reality blurred together.  


  Then, memories resurfaced–memories that had once seemed unrelated but now fit together like pieces of a puzzle.  


  “That’s why you’re my nightmare, Eileen.”  


  He had called her his nightmare.  


  “The nightmares with you in them… I created them myself.”  


  “How do you create a dream?”  


  “You just have to offer the right sacrifices.”  


  He had spoken of sacrificing people for his nightmares.  


  “It’s not because of me, right? The way you are now…”  


  “Of course not.”  


  He had denied it.  


  All these fragments of memory, neatly compartmentalized in her mind, suddenly collapsed like a house of cards.  


  And then,  


  “I used to have an identical pocket watch. It belonged to a condemned prisoner.”  


  The missing pieces of the puzzle fell into place.  


  There were still gaps, still unanswered questions.  


  But she had seen enough to form a horrifying conclusion.  


  Her breath stopped.  


  Goosebumps erupted over her entire body.  


  It wasn’t just fear or despair… it was something far greater, an emotion so vast and crushing that she had never felt anything like it before.  


  Her vision darkened.  


  Tick. Tick. 


  The phantom sound of a clock’s second hand echoed in her ears.  


  Cesare noticed the change in her immediately. He cupped her face, his red eyes scanning her features.  


  She couldn’t hide it from him.  


  Her vision was so blurred that she could barely make out his face, only those vivid red eyes remained distinct.  


  And from the depths of her soul, she forced out a single, agonizing question.  


  “Cesare… The way you are now…”


  The words flowing out of her were painful, like spitting blades. Eileen asked him anyway.


  “Is it because of me?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 166


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  As she waited for Cesare’s answer, Eileen fervently wished for one thing, that he would deny her question.


  But Cesare no longer lied. He only let out a short, bitter laugh. A laugh directed at himself.


  Eileen felt as though her world was collapsing. Like the fall of the Pantheon, it was as if everything that made up her world was crumbling.


  Standing amidst the wreckage of her shattered world, Eileen looked at Cesare. She stared blankly for a moment before suddenly pushing him away.


  But Cesare did not release her from his grasp. Held firmly in his arms, Eileen could not move.


  Trapped in his embrace, she struggled to breathe for a while. Perhaps, in misfortune, there was a small mercy, no tears fell. It was as if the shock had dried them out. After what felt like an eternity of suffering, she finally found her voice.


  “Why… did you lie to me…?”


  Her grip on his clothes tightened. She clenched his garment so hard that her knuckles turned white as she questioned him.


  “Why are you only telling me now?”


  Cesare gazed at Eileen, taking in her anguish without looking away. He absorbed everything.


  “If I could have kept silent, I would have forever.”


  The meaning behind his low murmur was clear. It was for her sake.


  His hand, which had been holding her so she couldn’t turn away, loosened. Without hesitation, Eileen pulled away from his grasp and lowered her gaze.


  “The collapse of the Pantheon today was a warning from the gods. That you could die again at any moment.”


  Cesare was calm as he explained this to the trembling Eileen. She clenched her teeth.


  “Did you really make a deal with the gods? If it was to bring me back to life…”


  Eileen asked in the most composed voice she could muster.


  “What did you offer in return?”


  “You already know. An immortal body.”


  “That’s a lie!”


  For the first time in her life, Eileen cut him off and shouted. Something she had never done before, something she had never even imagined doing. The voice she had barely maintained in composure now trembled uncontrollably.


  “That can’t be all. There’s more, isn’t there?”


  To some, immortality might seem like a lifelong wish. But for someone to ask the gods to overturn the very order of life and death, for them to demand the resurrection of the dead, there was no way the price had been something as simple as immortality.


  Especially if, like in her dreams, Cesare had truly sacrificed countless innocent lives as an offering.


  Eileen clenched her fist and pressed it against his chest. She wanted to strike him in resentment, but she couldn’t bring herself to hurt him, even a little. Instead, she could only sob and murmur.


  “Why did you do it? Why, why…?”


  “Because I needed you.”


  Cesare grasped Eileen’s hand, which had turned red from the pressure.


  “I needed you in my life… That’s all, Eileen.”


  Cesare admitted that all of this had been his own deeply selfish decision.


  But Eileen could not understand his choice. She tried to shake off his grip, but he held on firmly.


  “Let me go.”


  “Eileen.”


  Cesare called her name. It was a name she had always been happy to hear. A name that had once made her heart race, filled her with joy, and sometimes brought her comfort.


  But not now. At this moment, she desperately wished he wouldn’t call her that. Holding back her rising sobs, she looked at Cesare.


  She didn’t know what expression she was making. But it certainly wasn’t the same gaze with which she had always looked at him, like a dream.


  For the first time, Cesare’s usually clear eyes clouded over. Shadows passed over them. Eileen, watching him, whispered in a pleading voice.


  “Please…”


  The strength in Cesare’s hands weakened. At once, Eileen broke free from his embrace.


  The warmth that had surrounded her disappeared in an instant, leaving a chill to seep into her skin. It was a cold she hadn’t noticed while in his arms.


  Eileen shivered. But she did not turn back. Even as she felt his gaze clinging to her, she never looked back. She simply walked away from the bedroom, alone.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  From childhood until now, Eileen had always lived with a deeply logical mind.


  The only truly irrational moment in her life had been when she prayed for Cesare. She had begged all the gods in existence to watch over him.


  But the gods had not answered her prayers.


  “Hhic, hh….”


  Eileen swallowed back the sobs that threatened to burst forth. Tears streamed endlessly down her face. Wiping them was useless; they would only keep falling. But she couldn’t afford to damage the book. Scrunching her face in distress, she clumsily wiped her eyes with her sleeve.


  It wasn’t enough. Pressing the fabric tightly beneath her eyes, she continued flipping through the pages. Beside her, a towering stack of books had formed, all about the founding myths.


  Cesare’s scattered words, the dream she had seen in the Pantheon…


  She tried to piece them together. The clues seemed to align with the old founding myths.


  ‘I have to accept things that can’t be scientifically proven.’


  So much had already twisted beyond reality. If she wanted to understand what Cesare had sacrificed and what his current state truly was, she would have to step into the dream as well.


  ‘He must have wanted me to find out eventually. That’s why he dropped hints all this time.’


  Cesare hadn’t locked the truth away completely. If he had, he wouldn’t have said anything at all. And yet, despite knowing the truth would hurt her, he had let slip these fragments.


  There could only be one reason.


  ‘There’s a time limit.’


  Eventually, there would come a moment when the truth would be revealed, one that even Cesare could not stop.


  ‘Something went wrong this time, and that’s why the Pantheon collapsed.’


  The deal between Cesare and the gods was not going smoothly. That much was certain. The disaster had been a warning. The fact that she alone had emerged unscathed was proof.


  Eileen combed through the text obsessively before shutting her eyes. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t rid herself of the thoughts invading her mind.


  ‘Why? Why would he do something like this for someone like me?’


  If human lives had weight, Cesare’s was far heavier than hers. She was nothing more than a mere apothecary, while Cesare was the Empire’s sword. Without him, the Traon Empire could not stand.


  And yet, someone who should have understood his worth better than anyone had chosen to sacrifice himself for her.


  It was an absurd truth. More dreamlike than any illusion.


  Tears welled up again. Wiping her blurred vision with her sleeve, Eileen forced herself to absorb the book’s contents.


  […The founding emperor is said to have offered a winged lion as a burnt sacrifice, but this section is open to interpretation.


  Some argue that the winged lion is merely symbolic, and since it represents the Traon royal family, the emperor may have sacrificed a royal, or even the people of the empire.


  The emperor had prayed to the gods, declaring that if they did not grant his wish, he would offer human sacrifices…]


  


  Eileen recalled the blood ritual performed before the burning altar. Swiftly, she jotted down notes on the passage. Finding nothing else of use in the remaining text, she reached for another book.


  Just then, 


  “My lady…”


  Lost in concentration, she hadn’t even heard the knock. It was only when she heard the voice right beside her that she snapped back to reality. She looked up, her eyes swollen from crying.


  “Sonio…”


  He set down a small tray on the desk. On it was a cup of warm milk.


  “I will not ask why you are like this.”


  Sonio placed a handkerchief beside the tray.


  “But please, at least rest for a moment. It is an old man’s request.”


  Only then did Eileen realize she hadn’t eaten or slept. She had only been crying and poring over books.


  “I fear this will do you great harm.”


  At Sonio’s earnest plea, Eileen slowly lowered her gaze. He was right. But she wasn’t hungry or sleepy. If anything, she feared closing her eyes. In a hoarse voice, she murmured,


  “…I’m sorry.”


  “There is no need for apologies.”


  Sonio’s face twisted in concern. He knelt, meeting Eileen’s eyes at her seated level.


  “In that case, may I ask one thing?”


  He spoke gently.


  “The knights have come to see you. Will you meet them?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Only after hearing those words did Eileen realize there were people worrying about her.


  



  The knights, more than anyone, would have been anxious upon hearing she had been inside the collapsed Pantheon. They must have rushed to her side in concern. She couldn’t simply send them away without meeting them.


  



  She also had many questions to ask.


  



  Eileen closed the book she had been reading and rose to her feet.


  



  “Of course, I should–”


  



  But the moment she stood up, her vision swayed. A sudden wave of dizziness made her stagger, forcing her to grab onto the desk for support.


  



  “Eileen!”


  



  Sonio quickly caught her. He had always addressed her formally as ‘My Lady,’ and hearing him call her by name as he had before her marriage was almost unheard of. Leaning against him, Eileen barely managed to steady herself.


  



  “I’m… sorry…”


  



  Her weak apology made Sonio shake his head heavily. He advised her to rest, though from his expression, it was clear he knew she wouldn’t.


  



  “…I do not know what His Grace has done to upset you,” Sonio said, carefully studying her face, “but if there is anything I can do to help, please tell me. I am on your side.”


  



  Sonio was one of Cesare’s men. She knew he could never put her first above all else. Yet, his willingness to stand by her brought a measure of comfort.


  



  Eileen responded in a small voice, “Thank you.”


  



  With Sonio’s assistance, she made her way to the parlor, where the knights were waiting.


  



  “I will leave you to speak in private.”


  



  Sonio merely opened the door and did not enter. The knights, who had been restlessly seated, immediately sprang to their feet at the sight of Eileen.


  



  “Lady Eileen!”


  



  Diego, who had been pacing in agitation, was the first to rush forward. It was only after seeing with his own eyes that she was unharmed that he finally exhaled in relief.


  



  He grasped Eileen’s hands tightly, his tension visibly loosening as his face crumpled into something close to tears. With a quivering voice, he whispered,


  



  “I’m so glad you’re safe.”


  



  Only after Lotan stepped up and gave him a firm pat on the back did Diego realize he had grabbed Eileen’s hands without permission. He quickly released her, mumbling an apology, then pressed his lips together.


  



  Looking up at him, Eileen noticed his eyes were red-rimmed.


  



  Diego had a naturally dark complexion, his emotions rarely showed on his skin. But for his eyes to be this bloodshot, he must have cried an awful lot.


  



  Eileen slowly shifted her gaze. Behind Diego, Lotan stood in his usual silence, but when their eyes met, he gave a slow, respectful nod. His face remained stoic, but even Eileen could read the mixture of worry and relief in his gaze.


  



  “…My Lady.”


  



  Michele, half-hidden behind Lotan, took a small step forward, finally revealing herself. She scrunched up her nose, desperately holding back tears.


  



  Senon, standing beside her, also moved slightly to get a clearer view of Eileen. Though he had been at the temple, it seemed only now, upon confirming her safety once again, that he could fully breathe.


  



  The knights all looked pale, as if they had been the ones buried under the rubble. If someone had seen them now, they might have assumed they had all been trapped beneath the fallen Pantheon together.


  



  They must have dropped everything to rush to the ducal residence upon hearing the news.


  



  Eileen parted her trembling lips. She had wanted to reassure them, to smile brightly and show them she was completely unharmed. She had planned to cheerfully tell them she wasn’t hurt in the slightest.


  



  “Th-thank you…”


  



  But the words that came out were unsteady, her voice trembling. The moment she spoke, tears welled up in her eyes. Before she could stop them, a drop of water slipped down her cheek. The knights, seeing this, all froze in place, their eyes widening.


  



  Eileen hurriedly wiped her tears with her sleeve. But she had already soaked her clothing from crying earlier, and it was no longer effective. Still unable to properly dry her face, she asked,


  



  “Did you… know?”


  



  Though the question was brief, the knights’ expressions all wavered at once. Even they, seasoned in dealing with people, couldn’t fully hide their reactions.


  



  Eileen asked again,


  



  “You all knew, didn’t you? That Cesare ended up like this… because of me.”


  



  Not one of them could bring themselves to speak. Watching them remain silent, as if bound by an unspoken agreement, made Eileen’s tears spill even more.


  



  The endless tears were frustrating. As she roughly rubbed her eyes with her sleeve, the knights simultaneously reached into their pockets and pulled out handkerchiefs.


  



  Suddenly, she had four handkerchiefs in her hands.


  



  She pressed two of them against her eyes, holding back her sobs. It was then that Lotan spoke, his voice heavy.


  



  “…I am sorry.”


  



  He carefully observed Eileen as he continued,


  



  “We did not mean to keep it from you. But we ourselves did not fully understand the situation. We thought to tell you once we had more clarity.”


  



  “And… Cesare didn’t want me to know, did he?”


  



  Lotan did not deny her words. He admitted quietly,


  



  “…That is true.”


  



  Eileen slowly lowered the handkerchief. Clutching the damp fabric in her hands, she turned to Michele.


  



  “Michele.”


  



  Michele, who had been nervously watching, flinched before answering in a small voice,


  



  “Yes?”


  



  “You remember what I asked of you before?”


  



  “Of course! I haven’t forgotten, not even once!”


  



  Eileen had previously asked Michele to tell her everything she knew about Cesare, things Eileen wasn’t aware of. At the time, Michele had agreed. But so far, she had told her nothing.


  



  Now, in her panic, Michele was rambling, saying she would even turn herself inside out to help if Eileen asked. She was too nervous to speak coherently.


  



  Eileen met the eyes of each knight in turn. As her gaze settled on them, they stiffened as if they had been impaled by a spear.


  



  “Then tell me everything now. Everything you know.”


  



  By then, her tears had stopped. With unwavering determination, she declared,


  



  “I want to bring Cesare back to how he was.”


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  The Traon Empire was in turmoil after the series of incidents at the ducal residence.


  



  Many had witnessed the Grand Duke, who was supposedly recovering from an injury, desperately digging through the rubble at the Pantheon, frantically searching for the Grand Duchess.


  



  Rumors spread that, despite his shoulder wound, he had torn through the debris with his bare hands until they bled, screaming Eileen’s name.


  



  Fortunately, the Grand Duchess had been rescued unharmed, and the empire was moved by the deep love between them. However, some found the situation peculiar.


  



  How had the Grand Duke, injured by a gunshot, managed to lift such heavy stones? 


  



  Still, given the gravity of the incident, these doubts were soon buried beneath more pressing matters.


  



  Meanwhile, Grand Duke Erzet requested an unofficial audience with the Emperor.


  



  Publicly, the meeting was unannounced. It was less a formal discussion between sovereign and subject, and more a conversation between brothers.


  



  “…Cesare.”


  



  Leon let out a short, dry laugh as he looked at his younger brother. Unlike his usual military uniform, Cesare was dressed in formal attire, showing no signs of physical discomfort.


  



  Apart from his slightly pale complexion, he looked completely fine. Though his eyes were shadowed from lack of sleep, his irises burned with an even fiercer crimson.


  



  Leon frowned as he spoke,


  



  “Is your shoulder already healed? Even so, at the Pantheon, you–”


  



  “Why did you do it?”


  



  Cesare cut him off abruptly. Leone fell silent for a moment before responding.


  



  “…Do what?”


  



  “Why did you send Eileen to the temple? You knew she didn’t get along with Lady Farbellini.”


  



  Cesare took a step closer. For a fleeting moment, Leon felt an instinctive sense of danger, the urge to step back. But he forced himself to stand his ground.


  



  Cesare stared down at him, his face unreadable.


  



  “You’re not hiding something from me, are you, brother?”
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  Leon’s eyes widened as he stared up at Cesare. Blood vessels burst in the whites of his eyes, his gaze bloodshot as he locked eyes with his only brother. 


  “And what if I did?” 


  His voice was sharp.


  “If I lied to you, what would you do?”


  Even as Leon glared at him with intensity, Cesare showed no visible reaction. Unlike Leon, who burned with emotion, Cesare seemed to grow colder.


  As he watched the light in Cesare’s crimson eyes dim, Leon felt a difficult-to-name but undeniably negative emotion well up within him. It was directed at both Cesare and himself.


  “You’re the one hiding everything from start to finish.”


  A dark tide surged from deep within him, swallowing him whole. In the end, Leon could no longer hold back.


  “Do you regret giving me the throne?”


  The words had been buried deep inside him for a long time, but the moment they finally surfaced, they brought with them a sharp pain. It was the pain of a bond breaking apart, one that had already been doomed from the moment distrust crept into the brothers’ relationship.


  For a while, only the sound of breathing filled the space between them. Cesare remained calm, even indifferent, while Leon alone was left gasping for breath.


  Cesare looked down at him and finally spoke.


  “I’ve never regretted it.”


  Leon’s face twisted into a bitter smile. Even now, after everything, he was the only one losing his composure.


  The inferiority complex he had hidden away in the deepest recesses of his heart had festered over the years, rotting away in the shadows.


  If only you had remained perfect.


  If only you had been someone beyond my reach, like a god.


  Then I wouldn’t have felt this way. I would have accepted that you and I were simply different. That my shortcomings were natural.


  But from the moment Cesare declared his intent to marry Eileen, everything had started to unravel. The brother he had viewed as untouchable had made a foolish, all-too-human choice. And every strange, reckless act Cesare had committed since then was connected to Eileen.


  “…Why are you doing this?” Leon asked. “The entire empire knows about your injury. With so many eyes watching, you went and dug through the ruins of the Pantheon…”


  There were plenty of other reckless acts Cesare had committed that Leon didn’t even bother mentioning. His voice trembled with disbelief.


  “You’re willing to destroy everything we built together over a woman?”


  “That’s right.”


  “Cesare!”


  Leon’s anger exploded as he grabbed Cesare by the collar. But even with the forceful grip, Cesare’s expression remained unchanged. Leon glared at him from up close.


  “Are you even in your right mind?”


  For the first time, Cesare’s lips twisted into something resembling a smirk. His answer came easily.


  “If I were in my right mind, I wouldn’t have done any of this.”


  As he spoke, he grabbed Leon’s wrist. Having lived his life as a soldier, Cesare had never hesitated to use force. The strength he exerted made Leon’s grip falter, forcing him to let go of Cesare’s collar.


  “…”


  That was all it took. Just a brief squeeze, yet it left a lingering ache in his wrist. For the first time in a long while, Leon was reminded of how others saw Cesare.


  The only reason he had never realized Cesare’s sheer physical prowess before was because Cesare had never used force against him. They had been close since childhood. Unlike other siblings who often fought, they had never needed to.


  Or was it more accurate to say they had never fought because Cesare had always been indifferent? Perhaps their lack of conflict was simply because Cesare had never cared enough to engage.


  Unconsciously, Leon took a step back. His wrist trembled faintly where Cesare had held it.


  “So, brother.”


  Cesare’s voice remained unchanged from when he had first asked.


  “Are you hiding something from me?”


  This time, Leon couldn’t respond with another question. The moment Cesare first asked, something had already surfaced in his mind.


  It was a single mistake.


  When the Imperial Army gained the upper hand by killing the Crown Prince of Kalpen, the people of the empire cheered but the nobles did not. Most had bet on Kalpen’s victory.


  The Duke of Farbellini, who had aligned himself with the Traon Imperial Family, was one of the few nobles who had welcomed the victory. However, as the war continued and the citizens of the empire began chanting Cesare’s name, the duke changed his stance.


  He had placed his bets not on Cesare but on Leon.


  


  “No matter how great a war hero he may be, his name must not outshine the emperor’s.”


  


  The Duke of Farbellini had wanted a ruler he could manipulate. Cesare, who could not be controlled, had gained too much power too quickly, and so the duke sought to diminish his influence.


  


  “I desire victory for our nation more than anyone, Your Majesty. I only wish to correct a minor imbalance.”


  


  The plan was to inflict just enough political damage on Cesare to tarnish his reputation, nothing too extreme, but enough to weaken his growing influence.


  At first, Leon had laughed it off. But as the persuasion continued, and as Cesare’s name filled the newspapers, an uncomfortable feeling began to take root.


  That day, he had been reviewing a report about Eileen. Per Cesare’s request, Leon had assigned people to periodically monitor Eileen Elrod.


  While reading the report, the Duke of Farbellini had come to visit him. Without thinking, Leon had spoken.


  It had been just a short, simple sentence.


  


  “Cesare has someone he treasures.”


  


  The moment the duke recognized the significance of that statement, his eyes gleamed.


  That was all it took. Leon had no idea what the duke did afterward. He had dismissed the conversation as a passing mistake, pushing it to the back of his mind.


  It wasn’t until Cesare returned victorious from Kalpen and took Eileen as his wife that the memory resurfaced.


  The fear that his mistake would eventually return as a blade aimed at his own throat had only grown stronger.


  But how could he admit it now? It was already far too late.


  Leon felt the lingering pain in his wrist as he finally spoke.


  “…No.”


  He lied and averted his gaze. He knew he shouldn’t, but he couldn’t bear to look at Cesare directly. His eyes dropped to the ornate patterns on the marble floor. When he finally looked up again, Cesare let out a short, bitter laugh.


  It was unlike him.


  Was it because they were brothers that Cesare saw through him? Or was it because he was a seasoned interrogator, skilled at uncovering deception?


  In a voice as low as the deep notes of a piano, Cesare murmured,


  “So it was you.”


  


  Leon had thought he died for Eileen.


  No, he had convinced himself that he had.


  In Cesare’s sacrificial ritual, Leon had been the first offering. He had chosen to become a sacrifice for Eileen.


  But his death had been nothing more than the manifestation of his own guilt and fear.


  Because the first person to reveal Eileen’s existence to the King of Kalpen… was Leon.


  He had set everything into motion.


  Wracked with guilt and terrified of Cesare discovering the truth, he had chosen to become a sacrifice.


  And in the end, the truth he had unearthed was a bitter one, even Cesare, who rarely felt anything, could sense it.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Sitting in the back of a military vehicle, Cesare gazed blankly out of the window. He remained expressionless for a long time, but as the grand ducal estate came into view, his eyes narrowed slightly.


  He recalled Eileen, who had sobbed until she had no tears left. Her golden-green eyes, filled with resentment.


  For once, even Cesare didn’t know how to console her. In truth, it was likely impossible.


  He had always known she would eventually learn the truth, but this wasn’t how he had planned it. Yet ever since the gods had sent their warning by destroying the Pantheon, there was no longer anywhere left to run.


  And there was still more he hadn’t told her. 


  If she learned everything, she might never want to see him again.


  As he thought about lighting a cigarette, the car slowed as it neared the grand ducal residence. Cesare frowned.


  Something was wrong. 


  The estate was in chaos.


  Cesare ordered the driver to stop at the front gates and rolled down the window. The guard stationed there saluted him with a face drained of all color.


  “Your Grace!”


  “What’s going on?” Cesare demanded.


  Despite being questioned by the Grand Duke himself, the guard hesitated. When Cesare’s eyes narrowed slightly in irritation, the soldier finally stammered out his answer.


  “T-The Grand Duchess… has disappeared.”
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  Without a word, Cesare closed the car window again. The driver, who had been watching tensely, immediately stepped on the gas.


  The vehicle passed through the gates, sped along the long driveway and through the garden, and finally reached the mansion’s entrance. The scene there was just as chaotic. Stepping out of the car, Cesare called out in a loud voice.


  “Sonio!”


  It was rare for him to raise his voice. The servants flinched in response, and Sonio belatedly rushed out, his face already drenched in sweat.


  “Your Grace…”


  His voice carried layers of meaning. Without hesitation, Cesare strode into the grand ducal estate, speaking as he walked.


  “Was it a kidnapping?”


  “No.”


  Cesare came to an abrupt halt. His crimson eyes turned back to Sonio, who swallowed hard, fully aware of the weight of the words he was about to say. Finally, Sonio spoke, though he himself could barely believe the words coming out of his mouth.


  “My lady… appears to have left of her own accord.”


  “…”


  He had heard the words clearly, but he could not process them.


  Eileen left me?


  She had always been desperate to stay by his side. She had constantly longed for his affection, always thinking of ways to be of use to him. Her love had been blind, to the extent that she was willing to die for him.


  There was no way Eileen would leave of her own volition.


  Leaving Sonio behind, Cesare headed straight for the bedroom. He ascended the stairs in quick strides and threw open the door, only to be met with the empty, cold air of an unoccupied room.


  The girl who used to smile at him from the bed, a book in her hands, murmuring ‘Cesare’ was nowhere to be found.


  Cesare searched the room, checked the bathroom, yet found nothing.


  Next, he went to the laboratory. It was the same, empty. Only traces of her experiments remained. A faint scent lingered in the air, proof that she had once been there.


  Breathing in Eileen’s lingering scent deeply, Cesare slowly turned around. Sonio, who had followed him, held out a small piece of paper.


  “A letter from my lady.”


  Cesare looked at the note, it was closer to a scrap of paper than a formal letter. He stared at it for a moment before taking it and unfolding it. The round, neat handwriting was unmistakably Eileen’s.


  After reading it, Cesare let out a twisted smile.


  Then, he gave a short command.


  “Find her.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Under Eileen’s firm questioning, the knights revealed everything they knew. They spoke of what they had seen and heard by Cesare’s side, and Eileen memorized every single detail.


  “…Thus, we suspect that His Grace has somehow returned in time,” Lotan concluded.


  Eileen, in turn, shared her own theories. However, after much deliberation, she chose not to mention the dream of the sacrificial ritual. No matter how much it had seemed like a dream, she did not want to utter the possibility that Cesare had taken innocent lives.


  “I still can’t believe Cesare ended up like this because of me…”


  That, above all else, was the hardest thing to accept. She could sacrifice herself for Cesare, but Cesare should not do the same for her. She belonged to Cesare, but the reverse was not true.


  But there was no time to dwell on those thoughts. The problem at hand was too urgent.


  “Whatever the price he paid, this isn’t over yet. We need to find a way to bring him back–”


  She stopped mid-sentence.


  The knights, who would usually have immediately agreed with her, were silent. Lotan carefully asked,


  “Would His Grace… even want that?”


  Eileen opened her mouth to refute, but slowly closed it again. At that moment, she realized the stark difference between herself and the knights.


  Instead of arguing, she simply agreed.


  “…Yes. He must have his own intentions.”


  Cesare might not want to return to how he was.


  Lotan’s voice was steady as he pointed that out.


  Eileen lowered her head, trying to conceal the turmoil within her.


  “We will begin investigating based on what you’ve told us,” Lotan continued.


  Eileen thanked them. She was grateful they had come to see her today, but she admitted she was too exhausted and wished to rest. The knights, who had already taken time out of their busy schedules, did not press further and prepared to leave.


  “We’ll come again soon,” Diego said, his voice thick with emotion.


  Eileen smiled at them.


  Once they left, she sat alone in the parlor, lost in thought.


  The knights, Sonio, everyone at the grand ducal estate, they all truly cherished her. Once again, Eileen felt the overwhelming depth of the affection the household had for her. It was more than she deserved.


  But no one in this mansion would help her.


  They cared for Eileen, but they were loyal to Cesare.


  Their assistance had limits. they would only help her so long as it did not go against Cesare’s wishes. They were soldiers who followed the chain of command, and retainers who had served their master for years. It was only natural.


  If she stayed here, she would never be able to do anything.


  No, she would definitely be prevented from doing anything.


  Because that was what Cesare would want.


  If she wanted to act, she had to escape.


  ‘I have to leave the grand ducal estate.’


  Eileen anxiously paced around the room. She sat, then stood again, then spun in circles. Her thoughts raced.


  How could she leave?


  She had never even imagined defying Cesare before, but she knew how the future would unfold. If she resisted openly, Cesare and his knights would subdue her effortlessly.


  ‘I can’t let anyone here know.’


  If anyone caught even a hint of her plan, all paths of escape would be shut down.


  ‘I need a way to move quietly, without being seen…’


  She rewound her memories, searching for anything useful.


  And then, she remembered.


  Before the wedding, Lotan had taught her about a secret passage, in case of an emergency.


  She had never used it, never even heard it mentioned since that day.


  But she still remembered everything Lotan had taught her.


  If she used the secret passage, she could leave undetected.


  ‘But what about after I escape?’


  Hiding from Cesare was impossible. Avoiding him within the Traon Empire? Even more so.


  Leaving the country might be an option, but that could delay her return if she found a way to help Cesare.


  ‘Time is limited. I need to factor that in.’


  She needed an ally within the empire.


  Her first thought was her father.


  But she quickly shook her head.


  If Cesare showed up with a handful of money, her father wouldn’t hesitate to sell her out.


  She kept thinking, over and over, until she remembered something, a soft voice whispering to her from long ago.


  


  “If you ever change your mind, just say the word. I think I can help—at least once.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  “Why is it raining so much?!”


  Marlena ran her fingers through her luscious golden hair in frustration. Her bodyguard, carrying her shopping bags, suggested, “My lady, perhaps we should go inside.”


  “I was just about to.”


  Marlena kept only her favorite shopping bag and strutted forward with practiced elegance. People’s gazes followed her as she walked.


  The most popular dancer in the capital, Marlena was rarely seen on Fiore Street these days. The nobility competed to invite her to their banquets, and her fame only grew. Now, even high-ranking nobles hesitated to request her presence due to her staggering price.


  ‘Everything has gone exactly as he wanted,’ she thought bitterly.


  She recalled a pair of blood-red eyes.


  Her mood soured.


  The man who had stolen away her dear friend, now, she could only hear about Eileen through newspapers and magazines.


  Because of her obsessive collecting, her house was practically overflowing with publications that mentioned Eileen’s name.


  She worked tirelessly to distract herself from the loneliness, but she still missed those small, intimate tea times on the second floor of an old inn.


  Even though she knew they would never happen again.


  “Men are always the problem,” she muttered.


  Her bodyguard said nothing, simply tilting the umbrella to shield her better.


  Then, as she reached her doorstep, she stopped.


  Standing at her door, drenched to the bone like a soaked rat, was a woman.


  Marlena’s eyes widened in disbelief.


  The figure, shivering in the pouring rain, pushed up her water-streaked glasses. A very small voice reached her through the storm.


  “Marlena…”


  Frozen in shock, Marlena could only murmur,


  “…Dear god.”


  She threw her shopping bag at her guard and rushed out from under the umbrella, pulling the soaked woman into her arms.


  “Eileen!”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 170


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Marlena held Eileen in her arms, unable to believe it. She kept checking her face over and over. Through the rain-slicked lenses of her glasses, Eileen’s gold-green eyes shimmered beneath wet lashes. There couldn’t be two people in the world with those eyes. It was undoubtedly her.


  After the initial shock faded, Marlena’s heart plummeted. How long had Eileen been waiting for her like this, standing in the rain? Her body was ice-cold, trembling too much to even form proper words.


  Now was not the time for questions. Marlena pulled her inside.


  “Come in.”


  Despite shivering violently, Eileen followed Marlena’s lead without resistance. 


  Marlena’s house was a modest two-story home with a small garden. Compared to the fortune she earned, it was quite humble. 


  It had a similar feel to the brick house where Eileen had once lived, the one with the orange tree in the yard. In truth, Marlena had chosen this house on purpose, she had wanted to feel a little closer to Eileen. 


  Even now, despite earning far more than before, she couldn’t bring herself to leave this place. The memories of Eileen visiting her home had made it too precious to abandon.


  “Alessia! Get the fireplace going.”


  Marlena turned to her bodyguard, who had been standing behind her. She had been about to strip Eileen of her wet clothes but hesitated. Alessia was a woman too, but Eileen might feel uncomfortable with a stranger nearby. 


  However, Eileen simply shook her head.


  “I-it’s fine…”


  Her voice was already thick with congestion. Marlena gasped and quickly stripped off Eileen’s soaked garments, wrapping her tightly in a blanket she had left draped over the sofa. Then, she sprinted off to grab fresh clothes and more blankets, shouting for Alessia to warm some milk.


  Thanks to their quick efforts, Eileen soon sat bundled up like a small snow rabbit, clutching a steaming cup of milk. She sniffled and took a sip.


  Alessia wordlessly approached and pulled the armchair Eileen was sitting in closer to the fireplace.


  Marlena pressed a hand to her still-racing heart. Now that Eileen was warm, her mind finally started working again.


  There weren’t many people around on my way home.


  The heavy rain had cleared the streets, and by the time she reached her neighborhood, there were no pedestrians in sight. No one had likely seen Eileen arrive.


  Alessia was discreet and would never spread unnecessary information. She had been Marlena’s bodyguard for years and was deeply trusted.


  “I’m sorry for showing up like this,” Eileen murmured, glancing up at her.


  Marlena, still caught up in her own thoughts, suddenly blurted out a question.


  “Are you getting a divorce?”


  It felt like a blunt question, but wasn’t it reasonable to ask? What else could have led Eileen to come to her in such a desperate state?


  Eileen jolted and shook her head frantically.


  “No! Never.”


  Then, her face darkened.


  “…Though, I might be the one getting divorced,” she mumbled weakly, pushing up her slipping glasses with dazed fingers.


  Marlena’s gaze dropped to Eileen’s left hand. The wedding ring was still there.


  There were so many things she wanted to say, but she held them back. A memory from a recent newspaper flashed through her mind.


  [Collapse of the Pantheon… The Grand Duchess Missing]


  


  When the urgent news had broken, Marlena had thought of every worst-case scenario. When another article later confirmed Eileen’s safety, she had felt relief but not enough to ease her lingering anxiety.


  She had wanted to check on Eileen, to see with her own eyes that she was truly unharmed. But there had been no way to reach her. Eileen had become someone out of her reach.


  Holding back all the worries she had been carrying, Marlena asked a simple question.


  “…Are you okay?”


  Eileen nodded absently, but then, realizing what Marlena was actually asking, hurried to clarify.


  “I wasn’t hurt at all in the Pantheon.”


  Marlena shrugged. 


  “Well, you look fine.”


  With that, silence settled between them. The only sound was the crackling of the fireplace. Alessia, sensing the need for privacy, tactfully excused herself.


  “I’ll go buy something for dinner.”


  She picked up an umbrella and disappeared into the rain. The downpour had lessened a bit.


  Marlena watched raindrops tap against the window, her frustration growing.


  What had driven Eileen to be out in such weather? 


  Marlena fixed her gaze on her, eyes sharp.


  “Uh… Marlena,” Eileen hesitated, sensing the weight of Marlena’s stare. She removed her fogged-up glasses and met her gaze.


  “…Could you hide me for a while?”


  “That depends,” Marlena replied curtly. “Tell me why.”


  A shadow crossed Eileen’s gold-green eyes. She lowered her gaze.


  “I’m… about to do something Cesare doesn’t want. I need a place to stay until it’s done.”


  Hearing that, Marlena had to force herself to keep her temper in check.


  Eileen is so capable. If she hadn’t become the Grand Duchess, she could have lived a happy life doing what she wanted. And now she has to run away just to make her own choices?


  She was furious.


  But she swallowed it down and spoke evenly.


  “Of course, I can hide you. But if you stay in the capital, you’ll get caught in no time.”


  She suggested leaving the country entirely, but Eileen immediately dismissed the idea.


  “I can’t go too far from the capital…”


  Marlena’s eyes narrowed. Then, she let out a long sigh.


  Eileen was still an idiot. And she herself was just as much of a fool for always wanting to help her.


  “Fine. I’ll do my best.”


  Eileen’s face brightened instantly.


  Marlena, feeling a bit mischievous, added, “But you have to do exactly as I say. Got it?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Before escaping the grand ducal estate, Eileen had carefully prepared. 


  She sent the headache medicine she had promised Ornella, along with an ointment for scars. She also organized her laboratory, ensuring that she could resume her research on Morpheus whenever she returned.


  She left a letter behind, to prevent her sudden disappearance from being mistaken for a kidnapping. 


  As she wrote, her hands trembled. She kept imagining Cesare’s fury. But she forced herself to keep writing.


  Escaping through the secret passage was surprisingly easy. She had memorized the servants’ schedules and movements, slipping away undetected.


  Inside the passage, she retrieved the small stash of money hidden there and changed her clothes. With glasses and bangs as a crude disguise, she stepped out into the world.


  The journey from the outskirts of the capital to Marlena’s home was long, but she managed to walk the distance. That much had gone well.


  The problem was what came next.


  Marlena hadn’t been home, leaving Eileen waiting in the rain.


  Still, it all worked out in the end.


  Sniffling from the aftermath of last night’s exposure, Eileen picked up the morning newspaper Marlena had left on the table. Among the various publications, including La Verita, none mentioned the Grand Duchess’s disappearance.


  They’re keeping it quiet.


  She chewed her lip, her mind drifting back to Cesare.


  He must be furious…


  Nibbling on a cream-filled cornetto, Eileen’s mood sank.


  She was used to sleeping alone. Even in the grand ducal estate, Cesare rarely shared a bed with her.


  But last night had felt different.


  For the first time, she had truly left him.


  Not even in her old brick house with the orange tree had she felt this way.


  Maybe she had simply grown too accustomed to life at the grand ducal estate. The way she now found it strange to wear glasses again.


  Her throat tightened with emotion. She reached for her milk and gulped it down.


  If I could drink, wouldn’t this be the time for it?


  Shaking off the useless thought, she glanced at the items Marlena had prepared for her.


  A short wig. Glasses in a style she had never worn before. Baggy men’s clothing.


  From today, Eileen would be working in a tavern on Fiore Street, doing odd jobs for the dancers.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 171


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Marlena had known from the start that she wouldn’t be able to hide Eileen perfectly, and she was honest about it.


  “If it were anyone else, I might have been able to do something. But not the Grand Duke.”


  It was only a matter of time before they were discovered, but her goal was to delay that moment as much as possible. That’s why she had devised a plan–hiding Eileen in plain sight, within Fiore Street.


  Cesare would assume that Eileen had gone into deep hiding. So, by turning that assumption against him and placing her in a busy, crowded place like Fiore Street, they could buy some time.


  If Eileen stayed at Marlena’s house, she would be found too quickly. Instead, they decided to move her lodgings to a place within Fiore Street. To ensure her safety, Marlena assigned her personal bodyguard, Alessia, to accompany Eileen.


  The scale of the situation had grown much larger than Eileen had initially imagined, and she was increasingly anxious. She worried that she was placing too much of a burden on Marlena. But Marlena simply smiled in that peculiar way of hers.


  “Don’t worry. I’m Eileen’s friend.”


  As if that alone was justification enough to forgive any wrongdoing.


  That was the end of their conversation. Marlena had a performance scheduled outside the capital and had to leave early at dawn.


  Marlena was the most popular dancer in the capital. The only reason Eileen had been able to meet her at all was that their encounter happened to coincide with Marlena’s rare day off. Otherwise, Eileen might have been left standing in the rain in front of an empty house all night.


  Fortunately, luck seemed to be on her side. Hoping that her streak of fortune would continue just a little longer, Eileen pulled a pocket watch from her coat. She stared at the hands ticking smoothly, showing no signs of anything unusual, before setting it on the table and changing into her disguise.


  She tightly bound her chest to obscure her feminine figure, put on men’s clothing, and donned a wig. She adjusted the unfamiliar weight of the glasses on her nose as she fiddled awkwardly with her hair. That was when Alessia descended from the second floor.


  She was dressed in muted, practical clothes suited for movement, her steps light and quiet. Tall and slender, with jet-black hair, she had the air of a sleek, black cat.


  Thanks to her height, her disguise as a man suited her well, giving her the appearance of a dashing young gentleman. Even her voice was unusually deep for a woman. Greeting Eileen briefly, Alessia strode forward with purpose.


  “Pardon me.”


  Without hesitation, she reached out and adjusted Eileen’s outfit. She fixed the clumsily done details, then used cosmetics to paint freckles across Eileen’s nose and cheeks. She also darkened her eyelashes and eyebrows to better match the wig.


  She let some of Eileen’s bangs fall messily over her forehead and adjusted her glasses, transforming her into a completely different-looking young man. Since Eileen was already slender and small in stature, the disguise made her look even younger.


  Impressed by the seamless transformation, Eileen expressed her admiration. Alessia dismissed it as nothing.


  “I sometimes help with Lady Marlena’s makeup when we’re in a hurry.”


  She had picked up various skills during her time working as Marlena’s bodyguard. She handed Eileen a mirror. Eileen gazed at the unfamiliar man reflected in it.


  To her, it looked like a completely different person.


  


  Cesare and his knights would certainly see through the disguise. Even among the soldiers, someone with keen observation might catch on.


  As she adjusted her bangs, Alessia murmured,


  “What a shame.”


  Eileen blinked up at her. Alessia hesitated for a moment before explaining.


  “It’s just… Your eyes are so beautiful, and now they’re hidden.”


  At the unexpected compliment, Eileen only smiled slightly. She had never gotten used to receiving praise for her appearance, but compliments about her eyes, in particular, always felt the strangest.


  If she didn’t hide them with glasses and bangs, she still found it difficult to even look at her own reflection in the mirror.


  But that wasn’t something she could explain to others, so she simply replied with a quiet, “Thank you.”


  Alessia led Eileen through the back door, where a waiting carriage took them in the opposite direction of Fiore Street. They disembarked at the central train station, then wound their way through a maze of alleys, only then making their way toward Fiore Street.


  The dark and narrow alleys were filled with shady figures. They encountered trouble more than once, but Alessia efficiently dealt with any aggressors by throwing a quick punch or two, sending them scurrying away. Eileen stayed close behind her.


  As they walked, Alessia continued explaining.


  “I will be staying with you. Do you need anything for your time in Fiore?”


  “Uh… I need books.”


  More than just books Eileen needed research materials, old texts, and mythological studies. If Cesare had indeed made a deal with a god, the closest historical parallel was the founding myth of the empire.


  Research materials could be found with some effort, but acquiring ancient texts would be difficult. They were rare and incredibly expensive.


  I read nearly everything available at the Grand Ducal Estate…


  Cesare had never been interested in such subjects, so the estate had little in the way of mythological texts or research books.


  She needed to finish her research as quickly as possible and return to Cesare. But if she couldn’t obtain the necessary texts, she would have to find a more efficient way to continue her investigation. While she was deep in thought, Alessia spoke.


  “If you need old texts, they can be arranged. Money is not an issue. Lady Marlena has more than enough resources.”


  Eileen was startled by how accurately Alessia had guessed her thoughts. 


  Right then, another thug attempted to harass them. Without breaking stride, Alessia delivered a single, well-placed punch, sending him crashing to the ground. She then calmly continued speaking.


  “You must not wander Fiore alone. Even if it’s late at night, call for me whenever you need anything.”


  Eileen, carefully stepping over the unconscious man, nodded. 


  “I will.”


  They continued chatting as they walked, and before long, they arrived at Fiore Street. Seeing it in the bright daylight felt strange. She had only ever visited it at night, when it was ablaze with life.


  Alessia led her to a familiar location–a tavern where Eileen had once searched for her father with Cesare. It was also where she had first seen Marlena perform.


  “This is the largest tavern on Fiore Street. There are many dancers here. You and I will be working here in exchange for food and lodging. Most of the work involves running errands for the performers and assisting around the place, it won’t be difficult. You can do whatever you need during the day and only work as a porter at night.”


  She reassured Eileen that there was no need to work too hard.


  Alessia led her toward a small side entrance.


  She held the door open, but Eileen hesitated.


  Then, taking a deep breath, she stepped inside.


  As she followed, Alessia glanced back toward the alleyway before shutting the door.


  “…”


  She lingered for a moment, scanning the surroundings with sharp eyes.


  Eileen, puzzled by her behavior, looked up at her. Alessia finally turned away, closing the door as if nothing had happened.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
 

  

  


  The vast pasture stretched endlessly beneath the bright blue sky. A lone tree stood in the middle of the field, its shadow offering the only respite from the sun. The scent of fresh grass filled the air as cows lazily wandered, chewing on wildflowers and leaves.


  The only sounds were the occasional lowing of cattle and the rhythmic flick of tails swatting away flies.


  The peace was shattered by the sudden roar of an engine.


  A massive military vehicle sped across the dirt road, kicking up a cloud of dust. Its aggressive approach made it seem almost menacing.


  Hiding in the corner of a barn under the pretense of feeding the cattle, Baron Elrod startled awake.


  “Gah…!”


  Panicked, he scrambled to his feet, afraid the soldiers assigned to watch him would catch him slacking. He grabbed a handful of straw and rubbed it on his clothes to make it look like he had been working.


  It had been months since he had been exiled to this remote ranch. He had tried to escape several times, but each attempt had been swiftly thwarted. His guards were ruthless, treating him not as a noble but as a prisoner.


  Each time he tried to flee, they would lock him in a sealed room and leave him without food. He had learned his lesson after a few repetitions.


  He rushed out of the barn to meet the approaching soldiers, only to freeze in shock.


  A man, dressed in formal attire rather than a military uniform, stepped out of the vehicle. A soldier shut the car door behind him and stepped aside.


  Blood-red eyes locked onto Baron Elrod.


  “Y-Your Grace…?”


  For a moment, the baron thought he was hallucinating.


  But then his face brightened.


  “You’ve finally come to free me! I’ve been waiting for you to–”


  His words died in his throat.


  A gun barrel was pointed at his forehead.


  Cesare’s cold voice cut through the air.


  “Has Eileen been here?”


  Baron Elrod’s body went rigid. His tongue felt like lead.


  But his survival instincts forced him to speak.


  “e-Eileen? N-no, she hasn’t… She’s never been here, Your Grace.”


  Cesare murmured, “Of course not.”


  Yet the gun did not lower.


  Swallowing hard, Baron Elrod forced himself to plead.


  “I-if she has done something wrong, I’ll correct her… Please, spare my life…”


  “Eileen has done nothing wrong. You have no reason to ‘correct’ her.”


  Cesare’s voice was indifferent, but his gaze pierced through the baron as if searching for someone else entirely.


  After a long silence, Cesare finally spoke again.


  “We’re going to Fiore Street, Baron.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 172


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen had no fond memories of Fiore Street. She had an excellent memory, and she could still recall her father’s disgraceful behavior with painful clarity, as if it were captured in a photograph. She tried not to dwell on it, but the memory would sometimes force its way back into her mind.


  



  The moment she had witnessed her father engaged in intercourse, she had been unable to do anything. She had simply stood there, frozen, trembling as her mother’s voice echoed in her ears.


  



  If Cesare hadn’t been there for her, Eileen might have completely fallen apart. It was only in his embrace that she found stability, only by relying on him that she was able to escape the nightmare.


  



  The laborers’ quarters where Eileen was now staying consisted of a single small room. Though modest, it had everything she needed. Alessia’s room was right next door, and the walls were thin enough that every sound carried through. Because of this, Alessia had instructed her to shout for help if anything happened.


  



  The room had no windows, so even during the day, it remained dim. There was no gas lamp. Eileen lit a small candle with a match, then sat down on a wooden chair.


  



  The chair creaked under her weight. She curled up, pulling her knees to her chest as she lost herself in thought. Too many things swirled in her mind. As always, the one who occupied her thoughts the most was Cesare.


  



  This time, he will really be angry…


  



  She thought of the knights and Sonio, who must have been just as shocked. She remembered the moment she had secretly slipped away through the hidden passage.


  



  When she had asked to be left alone, her attendants had granted her request without question, trusting her completely. It was that trust that had allowed her to escape so easily. If she ever returned, she wasn’t sure she could face them.


  



  Thinking back over everything, the events of recent days felt like a dream. Back when she had been waiting for Cesare’s return at the brick house with the orange tree, she could never have imagined any of this.


  



  Perhaps this was all a dream. Maybe, when she woke up, she would still be in that house, waiting for Cesare to return from the Kalpen campaign.


  



  Just as that thought crossed her mind, 


  



  “Ellen.”


  



  There was a knock, and then Alessia called her by her false name. Entering the room, she carried a stack of books in her arms, all the ones Eileen had requested.


  



  Alessia set the mountain of books down on the table and studied Eileen. Tilting her head slightly, she asked,


  



  “Are you all right?”


  



  Had she been crying without realizing it? Eileen instinctively touched her cheeks, even though she knew she hadn’t shed any tears.


  



  “Oh, I’m fine…”


  



  Her response was unconvincing. Alessia stared at her for a moment before speaking again.


  



  “Would you like to take a look around the tavern?”


  



  Since she would be working there, it made sense to familiarize herself with the space. Eileen followed Alessia out of the room, and she guided her through the building. 


  



  During the day, the tavern was eerily quiet. It was so still that it was hard to imagine the lively, dazzling place it became at night.


  



  Alessia explained that most of the dancers and workers were resting during these hours. As Eileen listened, her gaze fell on a familiar corridor.


  



  It was the place where she and Cesare had searched for her father. The place where she had witnessed that horrifying moment.


  



  Alessia noticed her attention lingering there and immediately stepped into her line of sight.


  



  “There’s no need to concern yourself with that area.”


  



  Eileen understood why she was saying this and nodded in gratitude. But Alessia, not satisfied with just that, added firmly,


  



  “This is only a nominal job. There is no need to work too hard.”


  



  She emphasized that Eileen did not need to leave the backstage areas and should not wander outside the designated areas.


  



  Eileen assured her that she would be careful. Then, a question suddenly came to mind.


  



  “I heard there used to be a bigger tavern here. Why did it suddenly disappear?”


  



  For some reason, Alessia stared at her intently. Caught off guard by the catlike gaze, Eileen blinked in confusion. Finally, Alessia spoke, slowly.


  



  “A high-ranking figure had it removed.”


  



  Eileen’s eyes widened.


  



  “The reason was never disclosed to us. We only assume that something there displeased him.”


  



  It was hard to believe. A tavern that large would have been tied to multiple noble interests. Shutting it down entirely was no small feat.


  



  Alessia continued as they walked across the empty stage.


  



  “He has both the status and power to make such things happen. In fact, it was probably an easy task for him.”


  



  At that moment, Eileen realized exactly who he was.


  



  In the Traon Empire, few possessed both an exalted rank and the ability to wield such authority.


  



  She looked around, then lowered her voice.


  



  “Was it the Grand Duke who did it?”


  



  It had been so long since she had last addressed him that the title felt unfamiliar on her tongue. 


  



  Alessia neither confirmed nor denied it. She simply remained silent for a while, then changed the subject.


  



  “How much do you really know about him?”


  



  Eileen found herself speechless. 


  



  She did know a lot about Cesare. She had seen sides of him that no one else had.


  



  But even so, she could never say she knew everything about him. There was still so much she didn’t understand.


  



  “…I don’t think I know him well at all.”


  



  She spoke carefully, thoughtfully.


  



  “The version of him I see is always just one fragment of who he is.”


  



  Alessia seemed to consider her answer before finally speaking again.


  



  “Lady Marlena worked under His Grace for a long time.”


  



  “What?”


  



  The revelation caught Eileen off guard. She turned to face Alessia fully. 


  



  Alessia glanced around to make sure they were alone before continuing.


  



  “His Grace helped Lady Marlena achieve what she wished for, and in return, he took his payment. Lady Marlena respects him. But she also fears him. Most people do. Because, if possible…”


  



  She hesitated briefly, then fixed Eileen with a steady gaze.


  



  “…No one wants to be his enemy.”


  



  Eileen unconsciously held her breath. Alessia allowed her a moment of silence to process her words.


  



  The empty stage suddenly felt enormous. It was hard to believe this was the same place where dazzling performances were held every night. 


  



  The extinguished lamps, the heavy velvet curtains, the dust drifting in the air, it was a far cry from the vibrant, lively atmosphere of the night.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  For the first time, Alessia called her by her real name.


  



  Eileen’s voice trembled as she spoke.


  



  “I never imagined… that Marlena had worked for Cesare…”


  



  She had meant to say ‘His Grace,’ but the words slipped out in their old, familiar form.


  



  Just then, she lifted her head.


  



  Alessia was staring at her, wide-eyed, frozen in place.


  



  Eileen felt a strange sense of unease but continued with her question.


  



  “…Did I ask Marlena for too much? What if she–”


  



  Alessia cut her off with a firm response.


  



  “No. She accepted because she could handle it.”


  



  “But–”


  



  “Everything I’ve told you has Lady Marlena’s permission.”


  



  Eileen fell silent.


  



  “Lady Marlena was always saddened by your marriage. She wanted to tell you these things, even if it had to be through me. Because no one else around you will give you an objective perspective on the Grand Duke.”


  



  Eileen blinked.


  



  Now, for the first time, she was seeing Cesare from the outside.


  



  She had stepped beyond the walls of his world, and from here, he looked like someone completely unfamiliar.


  



  “…Could you tell me more?”


  



  Her own voice surprised her.


  



  “What do you know about Cesare?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  Even if one asked the knights or soldiers, the answer would have been much the same. It was rare to have the opportunity to question someone not loyal to Cesare.


  



  But when Eileen asked, Alessia looked as though she desperately wanted to ask something. After a moment’s hesitation, she cautiously spoke up.


  



  “Do you, by any chance, address His Grace the Grand Duke like that?”


  



  Eileen realized she had been referring to Cesare by name in front of Alessia. Thinking it a mistake, she nodded. Alessia’s eyes widened in shock. Eileen, surprised by her sudden reaction, was taken aback herself.


  



  The reason for Alessia’s shock was easy to guess. Besides the Emperor, Eileen was the only one who called the Grand Duke by name so casually.


  



  Eileen knew that too. At first, she couldn’t easily bring herself to say Cesare’s name. Even now, she tried to be careful in public. But the title “Lord Cesare” had become second nature and sometimes slipped out unconsciously.


  



  Until now, she had only been around people who didn’t find it odd when she called him that. Seeing Alessia so startled made her realize, this was the normal reaction.


  



  Alessia quickly erased the surprise from her face and returned to her usual blank expression. She offered a brief apology.


  



  “I do not know much.”


  



  Alessia had started working as a bodyguard when Marlena left the tavern in Fiore Street and began appearing at noble gatherings. But she said her relationship with Marlena went back much further. The two had been close childhood friends.


  



  Through Marlena, Alessia had watched Cesare from a distance. She had seen him once in person. The feeling she experienced upon meeting his emotionless red gaze was something she would never forget.


  



  “He has no concept of good or evil.”


  



  “I know that,” Eileen replied.


  



  “To be frank, I believe he is closer to evil.”


  



  Eileen bit her lip, looking incredibly fragile. She had enjoyed all the luxuries of being the Grand Duchess, and yet had still run away, knowing she would incur the Grand Duke’s wrath. It was hard to believe.


  



  Now, Alessia understood why her friend and mistress Marlena had been so concerned for Eileen. The naive and gentle woman genuinely loved the Grand Duke. Marlena had likely feared the day her pure feelings would be crushed by someone so devoid of emotion.


  



  “You have never experienced his cruelty directly, have you?”


  



  “…”


  



  “The tavern owner who was forced to shut down by His Grace was found dead on Fiore Street. The body showed clear signs of torture and beatings.”


  



  Alessia considered describing how horrific the scene had been, but Eileen’s face had already gone pale.


  



  “And when I once went to retrieve Lady Marlena from reporting to His Grace…”


  



  Alessia hesitated for a second, but then spoke without holding back.


  



  “I saw him sever the tendons of people’s arms and legs, toss them into the woods, and release hunting dogs after them.”


  



  As Alessia spoke, a scene rose vividly in Eileen’s mind. A deep, dark forest. A small house lined with different kinds of hunting rifles.


  



  “Whether they were innocent or guilty, it’s excessive cruelty. It’s not like there are so many criminals deserving such deep vengeance from His Grace.”


  



  Alessia sighed as she looked at Eileen, frozen stiff. She had never meant to frighten her. She had only wanted to tell the truth.


  



  “If his heart ever changes, Lady Marlena and I are ready to become prey for the hounds ourselves. So if you wish to leave, now is your last chance.”


  



  But even with her face white from fear, Eileen didn’t say she would run.


  



  “…I can’t.”


  



  She trembled but remained firm.


  



  “There’s something I have to do, even if it costs me my life.”


  



  Alessia narrowed her eyes slightly. She didn’t understand. Why be this devoted to the Grand Duke?


  



  It was enough to make her wonder if Eileen had been brainwashed. As she quietly observed the woman’s face, Eileen murmured something incomprehensible.


  



  “Because of me, Lord Cesare…”


  



  The end of her sentence trailed off, so Alessia couldn’t hear the rest. But even the part she did hear was hard to believe. Because of me? Cesare was not someone who changed because of others.


  



  Still, Alessia did not voice her thoughts. Today’s conversation had been more than enough.


  



  Eileen would come to know what kind of man the Grand Duke of Erzet truly was, the longer she stayed here.


  



  Alessia glanced once at the path she had blocked to keep Eileen from leaving, then turned her gaze away again.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  



  It was rare for all the knights to gather in the capital unless it was a battlefield. Each had their own duties, so it was difficult. Especially Senon, the deputy, who handled most of the administration, he was always too busy upon returning to the capital.


  



  It was a serious matter for the knights to gather twice in such a short time. That in itself showed the gravity of the situation. When Eileen was caught in the collapse of the Temple of All Gods, they had gathered in haste. Now, they were gathering again because of her.


  



  “…”


  



  Normally talkative among themselves, the knights were now silent. They stood at attention, lips pressed together, eyes downcast.


  



  In front of them stood their lord, Cesare. He was wearing a suit instead of his uniform, staring out the window. His eyes landed on an orange tree in the central courtyard, its green leaves vivid and fresh.


  



  Cesare gazed blankly at the tree before finally speaking.


  



  “I heard that was the last time you saw her.”


  



  “Yes,” Lotan answered on behalf of the others.


  



  Cesare slowly turned his head. His eyes moved from the orange tree to the knights.


  



  Senon flinched. Michele stood still, but only because fear had paralyzed her. Her uniform was soaked with cold sweat. Diego kept swallowing dryly.


  



  Even Lotan, usually hard to read, couldn’t hide his tension. Cesare didn’t raise his voice. He simply asked quietly.


  



  “Why did Eileen leave?”


  



  He truly didn’t understand the situation. Lotan didn’t know how to explain, but he also knew he couldn’t remain silent.


  



  “Lady Eileen… wanted to return you to your true self. She asked for our help, but we suggested it might be better to follow your will, Lord Cesare…”


  



  Lotan stopped mid-sentence, caught by Cesare’s piercing red stare, sharp as a blade. Cesare struck a match. Lighting a cigarette, he exhaled a puff of smoke and gestured lightly with his chin–continue.


  



  “Perhaps she thought she wouldn’t achieve her goal if she stayed at the estate. So she left.”


  



  Cesare smoked in silence for a while. The knights stood rigid, waiting for him to speak. It was rare for him to finish an entire cigarette, as he usually put it out halfway.


  



  But this time, he kept smoking. Only the sound of burning tobacco filled the air. Then Cesare finally spoke.


  



  “Wasn’t what she wanted to be by my side?”


  



  Lotan gasped.


  



  “Absolutely not. Lady Eileen–”


  



  “Yes, I know. She did it for me.”


  



  “…”


  



  “No need to explain further, Lotan.”


  



  Cesare ground out his cigarette slowly.


  



  “I’ll hear it from her myself.”
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  Working as a jack-of-all-trades under the name “Ilen” turned out to be easier than expected. Eileen kept her mouth firmly shut, pretending she couldn’t speak, and only moved between the backstage, the storage room, and her quarters at the tavern.


  No one paid any attention to a small, scrawny helper. With half her face covered and no words coming out, she was all the more ignored. The only exceptions were the dancers who gave her errands to run.


  “Ilen!”


  “Ilen’s here?”


  For reasons she couldn’t understand, they seemed to like her quite a bit. Maybe it was because whenever Eileen did anything, she would startle and run away, which made her fun to tease.


  In truth, every time she went backstage, Eileen felt as though her lifespan shortened by a day. That was because the dancers preparing for the show approached her while barely clothed.


  They found her rare, innocent reactions amusing and acted even more mischievously toward her. Alessia ignored whatever pranks the dancers pulled and disappeared quickly after finishing her work. But Eileen flinched and reacted to every little joke, which made the dancers all the more entertained.


  Today as well, after being surrounded and thoroughly teased by the dancers, Eileen hurriedly ran off, arms full of stage costumes they had left lying around.


  “Ugh…”


  Eileen shuddered slightly. Alessia had told her multiple times not to work too hard and to take it easy, but she couldn’t manage it. Carrying the laundry and hiding in a corner, Eileen glanced upward.


  Some of the seats on the tavern’s top floor were box seats from which one could clearly see backstage. They had been set up on purpose so customers could spy on the dancers changing clothes. These were the most popular seats and were always full.


  Strangely, ever since Eileen had started working, the box seats had been empty, except for one that was always occupied. The rest remained vacant.


  From below, it was hard to see who was in those upper seats, so Eileen often wondered about the identity of that regular.


  She had just placed the clothes in the laundry basket and was hurrying to the storage room to fetch props for the next stage when she realized Alessia was nowhere to be seen. Looking around in puzzlement…


  “Wooooaaah!”


  Suddenly, loud cheers erupted, and a burst of flower petals exploded. Shimmering, multicolored bits of paper rained down from above as the music grew louder. The reaction was much more extravagant than usual, and Eileen peeked outside to see what was happening.


  It seemed the crowd was cheering for the debut of a newly prepared performance. She watched for a moment as the dancers waved large feather fans, but then she spotted someone who should not have been there. Words slipped out in a stunned murmur.


  “…Father?”


  But her voice, full of confusion, was quickly swallowed by the loud music. Eileen stared at him, frozen.


  At first, she thought it might be a hallucination, but it couldn’t be. She might hallucinate her mother, but never her father. With hollow eyes and a hunched back, her father crept between people, glancing around nervously.


  Eileen snapped out of her daze and hurried to follow him out of the backstage area.


  The most popular tavern on Fiore Street was so packed it was hard to move. She pushed her way through the crowd.


  Her father entered a narrow side passage, the same place she had gone in the past when looking for him. Without hesitation, she lifted the cloth covering the entrance and slipped inside.


  But the moment she stepped in, her feet faltered. The long corridor, the many rooms, the sounds coming from within, past and present overlapped, and the voices of the dead echoed in her mind.


  “…”


  A sudden wave of dizziness rooted her to the spot. She felt afraid. Her mother’s voice lingered at her ear, but Eileen forced herself to move again. This time, there was no Cesare to hold her hand. She had to follow her father alone.


  She wanted to call out to him, but dressed as a man and sneaking around, she couldn’t. She searched anxiously, wondering if she should start opening the closed doors one by one, when she finally caught sight of his back.


  She ran up and grabbed his wrist. Her father, walking in a hunch, flinched and turned around.


  “…W-what the–?!”


  Even in disguise, she hadn’t expected him to fail to recognize his own daughter. Eileen quickly took off her glasses and whispered,


  “It’s me, Father.”


  His eyes went wide, but instead of joy, his face twisted in anger.


  “You stupid girl!”


  The sudden outburst made Eileen flinch and step back. He stepped forward as much as she had stepped back, shouting,


  “If His Grace chose to take you as his wife, you should be groveling to please him, not running away!”


  She didn’t even get the chance to ask why he was there. He made sure to mention His Grace loudly, and Eileen quickly shook her head.


  But when he looked about to shout again, she had no choice but to crack open the nearest door. Luckily, the room was empty. She quickly dragged him inside.


  As soon as they entered, her father raised his hand, but he didn’t strike her. He just lowered it again, breathing hard, and looked her over.


  “What on earth do you think you’re doing?”


  “…What about you, Father?”


  Her heart pounded painfully, but she asked anyway.


  “What are you doing here?”


  “Ha! You left your father stuck in the ranch and ignored him without even a single message, only to end up working at a tavern?”


  He spoke as if he hadn’t received any of the letters she’d sent. She had so much to say but tried to explain the situation first. Still, he didn’t give her the chance.


  “You’re coming back to the Grand Duke’s mansion with me right now.”


  He grabbed her wrist and pulled. She struggled to break free.


  “I can’t go back now–ow, that hurts…!”


  But he had no intention of listening. To be precise, he had no interest in her at all.


  “You should be grateful for His Grace’s favor, not acting all high and mighty. Because of you–”


  “Please listen to me!”


  The words burst out before she realized it. His grip slackened just enough for her to pull away. She rubbed her sore wrist and met his eyes.


  “I only left for a short while because there’s something I need to do. I want to… help His Grace.”


  But he only sneered.


  “You?”


  “…”


  “Wake up. Just because you’ve lived as the Grand Duchess for a few months doesn’t mean you’ve become someone important. Helping His Grace? Ha! Pleasing him and warming his bed is helping him, not this selfish nonsense you’re doing.”


  His cutting words came without pause, sharp as glass shards. But Eileen didn’t back down. In the past, she might have shrunk away, but now she could at least respond, even if her voice trembled.


  “…I’m not a pet.”


  She was about to say more when the noise outside suddenly grew louder. Someone banged on the door and shouted,


  “Come out now! There’s an inspection!”


  At the word “inspection,” her father rushed to open the door. The once-quiet corridor was now chaos, with everyone spilling out of the rooms. He ran to a man knocking on the next door.


  “Inspection? By who?”


  “D@mn it, the Imperial Army! They got a tip-off about dr8gs!”


  At that, her father bolted into the crowd and disappeared before Eileen could stop him. And she had no time to chase him.


  The Imperial Army.


  If they caught her in the inspection, it was over. She needed to hide immediately. But the room was too bare to conceal her, and such places would be searched first anyway. Then a hiding place came to mind.


  The high box seats…
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  The floor with the high box seats had only one seat sold. Since there were hardly any customers there, the inspection would be looser.


  What was more, box seats were expensive. The guest who had taken the seat must surely have been either of high status or wealthy. Unless someone had specifically reported that this guest was using dr*gs, the soldiers would most likely give only a brief check and move on.


  Of course, there might have been a better hiding place than that. But she had no time to leisurely think it over now.


  Making up her mind, Eileen hurried out of the corridor and into the staff staircase. The narrow spiral stairs used for serving food and drinks led straight to the upper floor.


  She pushed open a small wooden door and emerged onto the highest level, crouching low. Carefully, she crept forward and peered down between the railings.


  The tavern had already been completely taken over by soldiers. The once-dark interior was now brightly lit. The loud music that had been playing moments earlier had stopped abruptly, replaced by a low hum of anxious murmuring.


  The dancers who had been singing and dancing, as well as the customers who had been cheering them on, were all seated on the floor. The drunken glow had vanished from their faces, leaving only fearful expressions and darting eyes. She quickly scanned the crowd to see if her father might be among them, but with so many people, it was hard to spot him.


  Uniformed soldiers were moving through the tavern. The search had already begun. They were checking the corridor Eileen had come from, and some even glanced upward, pointing in her direction.


  She quickly backed away from the railing. It seemed this area would be searched soon as well. She needed to find a hiding spot before they arrived. Avoiding the seats at the very edge, which would be more exposed, she moved inward and opened the door to a box seat.


  “…!”


  Eileen stifled a silent scream. It was occupied. Of all places, she had opened the only sold box seat.


  Inside, the seat was hidden by curtains to prevent the staff from seeing the guest directly. Normally, food and drinks were left on the table outside the curtain. If the guest wanted it brought directly inside, they would draw the curtain back to signal it.


  She looked at the curtain embroidered with gold damask patterns. Nothing could be seen through the thick fabric.


  The guest must have heard the door open, yet said nothing. Since they did not seem to mind her presence, she thought it might be safe to slip out again. She was just about to close the door quietly when she heard the sound of soldiers’ boots very close by.


  ‘What do I do?’


  She glanced nervously toward the guest. There was still no response from behind the curtain.


  Perhaps the guest had stepped out, but if that were the case, the curtain would be open. Unable to decide, she finally slipped inside the box seat.


  The click of the door closing sounded loud in her ears. She clenched and unclenched her fingers around her trouser leg.


  “I–I am terribly sorry, sir. I have my reasons. If you could just let me hide for a moment… I swear I haven’t taken any drugs…”


  Her rambling was cut short when she saw soldiers beginning to check each box seat from the far end. She quickly crawled under the table. The long tablecloth hid her well unless someone deliberately bent down to look.


  Covering her mouth with her hand, she curled up and held her breath, wishing for her luck to hold out a little longer.


  The door opened. Heavy boots stepped forward, then stopped. A polite voice requested cooperation.


  “There has been a report of dr*g use. We are conducting an inspection. Please cooperate for a moment.”


  Still, the guest behind the curtain said nothing. The silence stretched on, and the soldiers’ boots moved further inside.


  The sound of the curtain being drawn open came next, followed by a strong whiff of cigarette smoke. At the same time, the soldiers brought their boots sharply together with a thud. Eileen knew that sound. It was what soldiers did to prepare to salute.


  “Your–”


  But the voice cut off abruptly. The soldiers then stepped back carefully, closed the door, and left. The search ended as suddenly as it had begun.


  Eileen slowly lowered her hand from her mouth, eyes wide in confusion.


  A chair scraped back. Slow footsteps approached her hiding spot. They stopped right in front of the table.


  Peering downward, she saw polished shoes, clearly the finest custom-made leatherwork. The tips of the shoes were pointed directly at her.


  And between those shoes, she spotted her own glasses. She must have dropped them when she crawled under the table.


  “…Ah.”


  She made a small sound, intending to thank the guest for hiding her, but he turned away without a word. He left the box seat, and she was alone again.


  She stayed under the table for a long while, waiting for the inspection to finish. Thanks to the box seat guest, she had escaped without incident.


  Many others were not so lucky, several customers had been arrested for drug use and would face punishment under Imperial law. Simple use carried lighter penalties than sale or manufacture, but heavy fines and prison sentences were still inevitable.


  Eileen thought of the Grand Duke’s laboratory filled with opi*m, and a chill passed over her. She had imagined soldiers bursting in to take her away, but experiencing an unannounced inspection made her realize reality was far more frightening.


  Alessia later explained that she had stepped outside during the inspection because of a brief quarrel and had been unable to re-enter once it began. She was relieved Eileen had made it through safely, but also found it suspicious.


  “Random inspections do happen now and then, but of all times…”


  Saying she would look into it more closely, Alessia left again after checking on Eileen’s safety, reminding her to stay in her room until she returned.


  The tavern would be closed the next day due to the disruption. Eileen planned to stay in her room until then. She had stocked up on food, stacking bread into a small tower and filling a large water bottle to the brim.


  With some free time, she began reading the old books Alessia had procured for her. As she turned the pages, she kept thinking about the guest in the box seat.


  Who could he be?


  He had neither expected a reward nor even waited to hear her thanks before leaving. Since the soldiers had saluted him, he was clearly a noble.


  Beyond that, she knew nothing. Judging by the size of his shoes, he was probably quite tall. Without knowing his age, height alone was too vague a clue, there were too many possibilities.


  He might not even have been a capital noble, perhaps just a visiting provincial one.


  Eileen shook her head. It was pointless curiosity. They would likely never meet again, and she already had her hands full thinking about Cesare.


  What about Father?


  He was supposed to be at the ranch, yet here he was frequenting a tavern in Fiore Street. She needed to catch him and demand an explanation, but for now there was nothing she could do.


  When Alessia returned, she would ask her to look into it.


  Pushing away her stray thoughts, Eileen turned her attention back to the old book.


  A day passed, and Alessia still had not returned. Eileen worried, but with no way to contact her, she focused on working hard in her role as “Ilen.”


  She had applied the freckle makeup as Alessia had taught her, though she felt it looked clumsy. Fortunately, the tavern was dim enough that it was not obvious.


  Once again, she was pestered by the dancers’ teasing. Without Alessia around, their pranks were even worse, leaving her flustered. Then one of the tavern’s staff came looking for her.


  “Ilen.”


  Eileen, holding a lace fan prop, went over to him. He gave her a curious look.


  “You didn’t do anything, did you?”


  Startled, she shook her head quickly. Wondering if she had made a mistake, she glanced around nervously, but he jerked his chin upward toward the ceiling.


  “You know the box seat guest, right? The one who always reserves the whole section for himself?”


  Watching her expression, he continued.


  “That guest is asking for you.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 176


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  The unexpected words almost made Eileen blurt out, “Huh?” She swallowed the sound just before it escaped and waited for the rest of the staff member’s explanation.


  “They said they wanted the staff with glasses to serve them, and no matter how I think about it…”


  He kept tilting his head in puzzlement.


  “You’re the only one here who wears glasses.”


  It was true, she was the only one. Eileen touched the glasses on her face. The staff member gave her a puzzled look, as if wondering why anyone would bother calling for a backroom helper, then jerked his chin toward the box seats.


  “Just go. We’re too busy to waste time looking for another person with glasses.”


  He handed her a tray with food. She took it and looked up at him uncertainly.


  ‘I’ve only ever done odd jobs. Can I really bring something directly to such an important guest?’


  She had so many questions she wanted to ask, but none she could actually say aloud. All she could do was send him a pleading look. He patted her on the shoulder, reassuring her that the guest seemed polite and gentlemanly, and that since the curtains were drawn and he never came out, all she had to do was leave the food and go.


  With no other choice, Eileen carried the tray toward the box seats. She climbed the same spiral staircase she had rushed up two days earlier, though this time she moved carefully, step by step, glancing sideways at the tray.


  It held simple snacks, pickled olives, nuts, and, rather unusually, a lemon granita. The frozen treat made of lemon, sugar, and crushed ice was something Eileen liked herself.


  She had imagined that a wealthy patron might order caviar or oysters as a snack, so the choice struck her as a little unexpected.


  ‘So it’s not that the box seats have lost popularity… it’s that this guest reserved the entire section for himself.’


  Thinking about it, it made no sense that in Fiore Street’s most popular tavern, only one box seat would be sold. She had never given it much thought before, but knowing now that it was all for a single rich guest made her feel tense.


  ‘What if I make a mistake? No… I already did.’


  She had already asked this important guest to hide her, and left without giving proper thanks. Maybe he had called her today just to reprimand her.


  Even though they had not seen each other’s faces, she had spoken, so he must know she was a woman. If he publicly called her out, “Ilen” would be finished.


  ‘And I can’t just run away when Alessia still hasn’t come back.’


  Lost in these thoughts, she soon reached the top of the stairs. She pushed open the small wooden door and stepped into the corridor.


  Unlike last time, when it had been completely empty, there were staff and guards here today. Still, there was only the one guest. The space reserved for him alone seemed strangely quiet despite the loud music filling the air.


  She walked slowly, sneaking glances down below. From up here, the entire interior was clearly visible, not only the lively stage where the dancers performed, but even the backstage area. She could see a helper carrying props toward the storage room.


  Despite her slow pace, she soon found herself in front of the box seat. The staff member who had escorted her knocked on the door.


  “This is the staff member you asked for.”


  He opened the door and gestured for her to go in. Frozen stiff, Eileen stepped inside with the tray.


  The door closed behind her. The curtains were drawn again today. She placed the tray on the table, the same one she had hidden under before. A bottle of wine sat unopened beside a pair of clean glasses.


  She hesitated for a long moment, staring at the curtain, before speaking.


  “You… asked for me?”


  But the guest beyond the curtain remained silent. Swallowing the grainy quiet, she decided to thank him first.


  “Thank you for hiding me before.”


  Still, there was no reply. She tried again, watching for any sign of reaction.


  “You probably think I’m suspicious, but I wasn’t doing anything bad. I just had my reasons for being here…”


  Hearing herself say it made her sound even more suspicious. She thought of explaining further, but the more she talked, the worse it would sound, so she stopped.


  “A-anyway… I’m Ilen. You should drink the granita before it melts.”


  As she rambled, the performance below ended, followed by applause and cheers. Once the noise began to fade, a narrow gap opened in the curtain. A gloved hand appeared, holding a slip of paper between its fingers. She stared at it with wide eyes, and the fingers twitched slightly as if telling her to take it.


  Moving with care, she approached and held out her palm. The slip dropped into it. She looked down at the neat handwriting.


  [Why don’t you drink it yourself?]


  She stared at the words. The strokes were straight and precise, the endings clean, the style formal, yet strangely familiar.


  For a moment, she thought of Cesare, but quickly shook her head. As a prince and a grand duke, his handwriting was more ornate, more fitting for royalty.


  After staring at the note for some time, she finally gasped out a response.


  “M-me? You mean the granita?”


  The man beyond the curtain gave no reply. She hesitated, then picked up the glass of granita.


  ‘It was just made in the kitchen. It’s not like it could be anything strange.’


  Even so, she found it hard to drink. But refusing might insult him, especially after he had helped her. Thinking of that moment, she finally brought it to her lips.


  The cool, tangy sweetness filled her mouth, waking her senses. Before she knew it, the glass was empty. Setting it down, she mumbled,


  “Thank you…”


  She thought she heard a faint, low chuckle, but it was so brief and so muffled by the music that she could not be sure. Clutching the slip of paper in both hands, she looked toward the curtain.


  “You saved my life before, and now you’ve even given me granita. Thank you sincerely.”


  Still, she could not simply believe it was pure kindness. She wanted to ask if there was something he wanted from her.


  But she could not bring herself to voice the question. Not knowing his intentions made her afraid of what the answer might be.


  While she struggled to find the words, the curtain opened again. A gloved hand appeared once more, elegant even though only the fingertips were visible. When she placed her hands together and held them out, another slip of paper dropped into her palms.


  [Why are you hiding here?]


  She read the short question several times. Maybe he was just an idle rich man with too much time on his hands. Had helping her simply been a whim? She turned the note over in her hands and murmured,


  “I have something I need to do. But I don’t think I can do it… at home.”


  Knowing he was a complete stranger made her loosen up a little, and she let some of her frustration slip out.


  “No one wants me to do it. I’m the only one insisting on it. But still…”


  Her voice trailed off until it was almost a whisper.


  “I still have to do it.”


  She did not add that she felt she could not bear it otherwise. When she closed her mouth, the silence returned. She began to think she should leave, wondering if she had missed her cue.


  Then the curtain parted again, revealing a gloved hand with no paper this time. The fingers made a small beckoning gesture.


  She hesitated, but when the fingers beckoned again, she stepped closer.


  “You… want my hand?”


  The moment she reached out uncertainly, her wrist was seized and she was pulled through the curtain.
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  “…!”


  She was so startled that not even a sound came out. If Eileen had been a cat, she would have leapt to the ceiling. In reality, though, her body was frozen stiff, so only her hand gave a faint tremor.


  Still open-mouthed, she lowered her gaze. Her arm was buried up to the elbow in the curtain, her wrist caught in a large hand on the other side.


  But the guest beyond the curtain did nothing more than hold her wrist. He neither pulled her forward nor pushed her away, he simply kept his grip there.


  Even so, the mere fact that her wrist was held made her hair stand on end. It felt less like her wrist was caught and more like her throat was tightening.


  “L-let go…” she managed to say.


  The guest gave no reply, nor did he release her. After holding on for a while, he finally loosened his grip. Then, as if nothing had happened, he placed a slip of paper in her palm and let go completely.


  Eileen snatched her hand back as though from a flame. The heavy curtain fluttered slightly from the motion, offering a glimpse inside, but she didn’t take the chance to look, she bolted from the box seat.


  The door banged open so loudly it drew the eyes of the nearby staff and guards, but she didn’t care. She ran.


  Taking the spiral stairs two or three steps at a time, she headed straight for her room. She shut the worn door, slid the crude latch into place, and only then did her pounding heart begin to calm.


  Shaking, she took a deep breath, then looked at the fist she hadn’t realized was clenched. Even crumpled, the handwriting on the paper remained neat and precise.


  [Be careful.]


  Careful of what? Did he mean she shouldn’t speak so freely to a stranger whose face and voice she didn’t even know? Or… something else entirely?


  The spot where he had gripped her still ached faintly. She rubbed the reddish mark and sank to the floor. She would have to avoid going near the box seats from now on.


  If she could, that is.


  That night, she had a strange dream.


  After finishing her work, she had read until dawn, studying the founding myth, before collapsing onto her bed. Lately, no matter how tired she was, she didn’t fall asleep easily, too many thoughts crowded her mind.


  So she had expected to lie awake for a while tonight too, yet somehow she drifted off quickly. Her hazy consciousness wandered at the edges of awareness, caught between dream and waking. Then she thought,


  ‘Did I light incense?’


  It smelled like incense, the kind she thought she had smelled before. The old door creaked open, and someone stepped inside.


  At first, she thought it was Alessia. But unlike Alessia’s quiet, stealthy movements, this person made no effort to hide his presence.


  He moved leisurely to the table, picking up the scattered papers one by one, looking them over as if reading all the notes she had compiled on the myths.


  Then he picked up an old book, flipping through the pages without care. The quick rustling made her wince inside, these ancient texts needed to be handled gently. But she couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even twitch a finger.


  The intruder finished looking around the small room in no time. Losing interest, he came toward her.


  She wanted to see his face, but her eyelids felt weighted down by stone. Her body still refused to move.


  Struggling to open her eyes, she let out a faint groan. A hand came to rest on her forehead, unhesitating in its touch. As though taking her temperature, it slid lightly down to her cheek.


  Then it pulled back the blanket. She had loosened the cloth binding her chest before bed, so her nightclothes traced the curves of her body.


  She could feel his gaze on her, making even the fine hairs on her body stand.


  The hand did not stop at the blanket, it began to lift her top. The cool night air brushed her bare skin, raising a light shiver. The hand, having pushed the fabric up all the way, began to explore her body slowly.


  The touch was calm, almost clinical, as if inspecting her, but it lingered on places even she had never paid much attention to. When his fingers brushed the tip of her breast, her body, already tense and hypersensitive, reacted with an involuntary gasp.


  “Ah…”


  A warm, slow heat coiled under her skin. The strange, building sensation made her want to twist away, but she still could not move. She could only whimper softly, eyes still shut.


  When he had finished with her upper body, he unhesitatingly stripped off her lower garments. He pulled down her pajama pants, then her underclothes, and spread her legs.


  Exposed completely in her most intimate place, she felt a rush of shame, but could not even close her thighs. While she fought fruitlessly inside her mind, he lifted one of her feet into his palm.


  Her foot fit neatly in his large hand. He stroked her ankle, then slid his hand up her calf. Without hesitation, he caressed the inside of her thigh.


  The touch stopped just short of reaching deeper, and instead he turned her over, inspecting her back, her hips, leaving no part untouched. Only then did his hand withdraw.


  He dressed her again, piece by piece, pulled the blanket over her, and then a soft sensation pressed against her lips. A firm, lingering kiss. The tension and fear inside her loosened.


  Someone she missed came to mind, someone she would have liked to see, even in a dream. Forgetting that she had run from him, she found herself murmuring his name.


  “Cesare…”


  She wasn’t sure if the sound made it out, but he stilled at the same moment, so perhaps he had heard.


  His breath brushed her face. He hovered close enough that a small tilt of his head would have brought his lips to hers.


  She felt his gaze on her trembling lashes, intent and unblinking. Then a deep, low voice spoke.


  “Eileen.”


  It was a voice she could never mistake. Before she could say his name again, his lips were on hers.


  His tongue toyed with hers, slid against her palate, tilted her head to take her mouth deep. The kiss sent a sharp thrill through her, making her shiver all over. Only when she was flushed and breathless did he finally pull back.


  He licked her damp lips, then nipped at her ear. His teeth caught her earlobe before releasing it, then grazed her cheek.


  “Shall I just take you with me like this?” he murmured.


  She wanted to answer, but her consciousness was slipping away. She fell back into sleep without calling his name again.


  The next morning, she woke with a start.


  “…!”


  Throwing off the blanket, she looked frantically around, then lifted her nightclothes to check herself. But there was no trace, only the faintest redness on her wrist, where the box seat guest had held her the night before.


  Staring blankly at her wrist, she rose and examined the room. Nothing had changed since she had gone to bed. The papers and books on the table were just as she had left them.


  There was no trace of incense, only the stale scent of dust. Looking down at the old book, she murmured,


  “A dream.”


  A strange dream indeed. Since Cesare had appeared, it could hardly be called a nightmare… but when she stroked her arm, it still felt as though last night’s touch lingered on her skin.
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  […To have been rescued without so much as a scratch can only be called a miracle. Surely it was the hand of God that protected the Grand Duchess of Erzet.]


  Duke Farbellini, Assef, set the newspaper down with a cold expression. His mood soured by the garbage that La Verità had so gleefully splattered across its pages.


  Under the collapsed temple, Ornella had been trapped and gravely injured. As soon as she was rescued, she was brought to the ducal estate and examined by the family physician, who warned she might limp for the rest of her life.


  Assef had roared, demanding if the man dared suggest turning the only daughter of House Farbellini into a cripple. The physician swore to do whatever it took to restore her fully.


  It was not Ornella’s injuries alone that angered Assef. Unlike Ornella, who had been left battered, the Grand Duchess who had been trapped with her had emerged unscathed, almost as though God really had shielded her.


  What was more, the Grand Duchess had even administered first aid to the badly wounded Ornella. The House of Erzet had not missed the chance to seize on that fact, loudly publicizing the Grand Duchess’s medical skill and benevolence. Articles praising her were circulated far and wide, using Ornella as a prop to raise the duchess’s prestige.


  Narrowing his eyes in displeasure, Assef looked up. His daughter lay in bed, reading a newspaper just as he had been.


  Not only La Verità, but other papers and magazines as well, were trumpeting the “miracle” of the temple incident. The Grand Duchess was basking in all the attention. Knowing his daughter’s temper, Assef suspected she must be seething. He offered a few words of comfort.


  “Do not worry. I will make sure not a single scar remains on your body.”


  But Ornella showed no reaction. She read on with a blank face. Normally, she would have already flung the paper aside and shouted in outrage.


  Her uncharacteristic quiet made Assef watch her closely. Without lifting her eyes from the paper, Ornella spoke.


  “Father.”


  Still staring at the article, she asked,


  “Have I become a daughter to be prouder of than a son?”


  “Of course, Ornella. You are to be Empress of the Traon Empire, are you not?”


  Assef smiled, taking up the cigar he had set aside.


  “In time, even I will have to show you proper deference. All the world will be beneath your feet.”


  That was the very moment his proud daughter most longed for, when no one would be above her. But his smile vanished at her next words.


  “The release date for the new medicine is soon, isn’t it? Delay it.”


  It was the last thing he expected from her. Ornella had crossed swords with the Grand Duchess many times.


  When Aspiria was due for release, she had raged about crushing the duchess’s pretentious dabbling as a pharmacist. Assef had supported her, arranging for House Farbellini to produce and distribute a similar drug.


  She had been counting the days until the launch, and now she was suddenly changing her mind. For all her willfulness, she had never acted like this before. Slowly exhaling cigar smoke, Assef replied,


  “Very well. We will proceed once you have recovered.”


  Yet Ornella did not seem satisfied. She merely turned another page, the paper rustling and crumpling faintly before she asked in a low voice,


  “If I had written poetry, would I have been a daughter to be ashamed of?”


  Assef put down his cigar.


  “Ornella.”


  At last she looked up from the paper to meet his eyes. Father and daughter were staring at one another when a servant arrived in haste.


  “His Majesty has come.”


  Lowering his voice, the man delivered the news. Assef immediately rose.


  “You must be having foolish thoughts because of your illness. We will speak again later.”


  The Emperor’s sudden visit filled Assef with a sense of foreboding. He often sought an audience with Leon when it suited him, but the reverse was rare. For Leon to come unannounced could only mean something grave.


  The moment Assef entered the reception room and saw Leon standing there, he knew his instinct had been correct.


  “…Duke Farbellini.”


  Leon was so pale he looked almost sickly. He began to babble incoherently.


  “Cesare–Cesare has found out everything. What are we to do? Cesare never forgives…”


  “Your Majesty.”


  Assef gripped Leon’s shoulders firmly. The Emperor blinked and seemed to regain himself somewhat. Assef looked steadily into his eyes.


  Choosing Leon over Cesare as his partner in power had been, in part, deliberate. Cesare was unmatched in ability but had no lust for the throne; Leon, on the other hand, desired to be first above all else.


  Most importantly, Cesare was not someone Assef could control, try to use him, and he would devour you instead. So Assef had chosen Leon, and having boarded the same ship, intended to see his choice through.


  “The Grand Duke is not the Imperator.”


  “…”


  “What noble in all the world stands above the Emperor?”


  Leon’s breathing slowed. Watching his weakness, Assef clicked his tongue inwardly. Leon wiped the sweat from his face and said,


  “It seems… my relationship with the Grand Duke has broken down.”


  While Leon looked as if the world had ended, Assef remained calm. This was a moment he had half expected.


  He had kept his last card close, but now was the time to play it. Slowly, he said,


  “There are rumors that the Grand Duchess is making narc*tics from op!um.”


  Leon’s eyes widened. Meeting that shaken gaze, Assef spoke with deliberate gravity.


  “Even between brothers, the one who breaks the law must be accused and judged, must they not?”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Even after waking, Eileen could not shake a strange feeling for a long while. The memory of last night’s touch kept resurfacing, leaving her oddly, almost indecently, unsettled.


  It had been a dream, but she had felt Cesare’s hands on her again, heard him speak her name. She lingered in the aftertaste of the dream for quite some time.


  To shake it off, she moved about busily on purpose. Rolling up her sleeves, she began tidying the room, though there was little to clean in such a small space. Gathering the papers and books scattered on the table, she began rereading her notes.


  As with most old myths, the founding myth existed in many variations. The version printed in Traon Empire school textbooks told of the First Emperor offering a winged lion as sacrifice, passing seven trials, and reviving the woman he loved.


  But in apocryphal versions recorded as folk tales, the content was far darker. Some claimed the First Emperor had sacrificed not only the winged lion but also the mortals beloved of the gods, that is, the citizens of the Empire.


  It was the version most similar to her dream.


  These folk versions were not officially recognized in the Empire and were scarce in record, being both negative and damaging to the image of the founding ruler.


  But the lack of sources was not even the hardest part for Eileen. The real problem was that the myths were too obscure for her.


  Mythology was worlds apart from the concrete, empirical research she excelled at and enjoyed. She had to read these hazy, intangible stories closely to find hidden meaning, which made her progress painfully slow.


  In truth, there were still mountains of parts she didn’t understand, about turning back time, bodies that could not die… If she tried to study them like pharmacology, she might never learn anything at all. For now, she was simply cramming the contents into her head by rote.


  ‘There must be a faster way…’
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  She wanted to gather material from sources other than myths as well, but had no idea where to begin or how to search. In the end, with her mind still tangled, Eileen went to work as “Ilen.”


  She fiddled absently with her short-haired wig and glanced upward through her glasses. Like her stubbornly uncooperative research, her work as Ilen was also complicated, because of the box seat guest.


  Even while working, she felt an odd itch at the crown of her head, as though someone’s gaze kept brushing over it.


  As always, only one box seat was occupied. No matter how she craned her neck from here, she couldn’t make out the guest clearly. An odd thought crossed her mind.


  ‘Could he be watching me?’


  But that was nonsense. Logically speaking, with gorgeously adorned dancers everywhere, why would such a wealthy guest spare any interest for a mere helper?


  ‘He must have just been bored for a moment.’


  The most reasonable explanation was that he had helped her on a whim and teased her a little, nothing more. Likely, there would be no further entanglement.


  So this sense of being watched was probably her imagination. She smoothed her wig with her fingers.


  If the box seat guest had been watching backstage, he would have seen her moving about in men’s clothing. And since she was the only one here who wore glasses, he would have recognized her easily.


  If he had been a little more observant, he might even have noticed that “Ilen” pretended not to speak while at the tavern.


  Still, it didn’t seem like the kind of man who would go around telling other people a helper’s secrets. More likely, he wouldn’t care at all about such things.


  Her upward glances were suddenly blocked by a dancer stepping in front of her, half her chest bare as she leaned forward.


  “Ilen! Could you get this button for me?”


  Her long fake nails made fastening it difficult. Eileen quickly helped, only for another dancer to come over asking for help pulling up her thigh-high stockings.


  They were openly teasing her, but Eileen, thinking they genuinely needed assistance, helped earnestly, unaware that her innocence only encouraged their mischief.


  While she bustled about, the dancers touched up their makeup and chatted. Their topic was a man one of them had been pursuing. When the target seemed indifferent, the dancer pouted and widened her eyes.


  “Should I go pray at the temple?”


  Calling it a fine idea, she brightened, only to quickly droop again.


  “Oh, right. The temple collapsed…”


  Normally, citizens didn’t go inside the Great Pantheon but offered flowers and prayers at the winged lion statue out front. But after the collapse, and with reconstruction underway, the statue was closed as well. There was nowhere proper to pray.


  “Some people set up an altar at home these days,” another dancer suggested.


  “Hmm, but I feel like that wouldn’t work.”


  “Then offer a sacrifice.”


  “No thanks, that’s scary.”


  Twisting her curly hair around her finger, the dancer added,


  “I heard sacrifices are just to call the god. To actually get your wish granted, you have to give something much greater in return.”


  Nearby, Eileen’s hands slowed as she arranged a lace parasol prop. She pretended to adjust one that was already neatly set, ears pricked to catch the rest.


  “In the myths, any human who asks something from the gods always ends up unhappy.”


  “What about the founding emperor?”


  “Well, he’s different from ordinary people like us.”


  Scolded for even asking, Eileen sank into thought, her hands stilling entirely as she pondered.


  “Ilen.”


  A sudden, urgent voice came with a grip on her wrist. She snapped out of her thoughts to see Alessia.


  After days away, the sight of her filled Eileen with relief, but Alessia’s face was set in stone. Without a word, she pulled Eileen away.


  It was just before a performance began, the busiest time of day. The dancers laughed, half in jest, half in truth, telling Alessia not to monopolize Ilen.


  Alessia ignored them completely, striding quickly and checking the doors of the rooms on either side before finally leading Eileen into her room.


  “Something’s wrong.”


  Before Eileen could ask, words spilled out like gunfire.


  “It’s too quiet. By now I expected soldiers to be combing the place, but there’s been no action. Even if they were trying to hide the Grand Duchess’s disappearance, this silence is absurd.”


  From the dark smudges under her eyes, she had clearly been running herself ragged. But her gaze was more tense than tired.


  “More importantly… I deliberately left a trail, yet no one followed it.”


  That was why she’d been gone longer than promised. The stillness had made her doubt her own findings, forcing her to keep digging.


  “So what you’re saying,” Eileen asked, steadying her voice against the quickened beat of her heart, “is that His Grace may already know I’m here?”


  “Yes. I think you should leave now.”


  It was sudden, but there was no helping it. Eileen agreed, intending to pack only the last couple of Alessia’s old books she hadn’t finished.


  Alessia pressed a finger to her lips. Eileen’s eyes widened, and she held her breath. Soon footsteps sounded.


  Bang, bang! The pounding on the old door rattled it on its hinges. Alessia glided to the entrance like a cat, fists ready, her gaze sharp. A loud voice called from outside.


  “Ilen! You here? The box seat guest wants you again!”


  At that, Alessia tilted her head in puzzlement. Eileen quickly hid her behind the door before opening it.


  It was the same employee who’d hunted for “the one with glasses” last time, looking bored.


  “Go to the kitchen, get the food, take it up.”


  He left without waiting for a reply.


  When he was gone, Alessia looked at Eileen curiously. Eileen quickly explained what had happened in the past few days, including that she had seen her father. Alessia’s expression turned peculiar.


  “The box seat guest… could it be His Grace, the Grand Duke?”


  Eileen immediately shook her head.


  “But the handwriting was different.”


  “A man of his rank could easily have more than one hand. He might even have one for military use, for security.”


  The thought had never occurred to her, and her eyes widened. While Eileen faltered, Alessia packed the books herself.


  “I’m starting to think your father may have been sent to Fiore Street by His Grace as well.”


  “By… His Grace?”


  Puzzled, Eileen asked why, and Alessia’s answer was certain.


  “To make you return to the Grand Ducal estate of your own will.”


  Could that be true?


  But Cesare knew all about her relationship with her father. He had even been with her in that Fiore Street tavern when she’d witnessed her father’s appalling behavior.


  He was ruthless in pursuing his goals, but toward Eileen he had always been gentle. He wouldn’t send her father knowing how deeply it would wound her… would he?


  And yet, part of her wondered if Alessia was right, that it might indeed have been his order.


  She pushed the thought down and forced herself to speak in denial.


  “I don’t think Cesare would do that…”


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 180


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Even if everyone else denied him, Eileen wanted to stand on Cesare’s side. Even if distrust toward him began to grow in her own heart, she didn’t want to speak it aloud.


  She knew full well how stubborn and narrow that made her seem. But she couldn’t help it. She had lived her whole life this way, this was not something that could change easily.


  Even as Eileen shielded Cesare to the end, Alessia said nothing. She merely gave a small nod and urged her again.


  “For now, it’s best if you leave.”


  Whatever the truth, Alessia’s insistence made it certain the situation was dangerous. Hugging the books she’d been given, Eileen stayed close behind her. Alessia gripped the doorknob, listening carefully to the sounds outside.


  At this hour, the workers’ dormitory should have been empty, everyone out on shift. But there was a faint presence. Alessia clicked her tongue briefly.


  Their goal was unlikely to be harming Eileen, Alessia intended to use that to their advantage.


  “Go out first. Walk as slowly as you can.”


  “H-how slowly?”


  “About four paces.”


  Speaking in a whisper, Alessia then fell silent. Eileen did as told, opening the door. She listened, but the hallway seemed utterly still.


  Clutching the old books to her chest, she counted steps in her head, one, two, three… On the fourth, Alessia burst forward, sprinting down the corridor. She flung open the door at the end and struck the man inside before he could react. A heavy thud, and he collapsed instantly.


  Eileen hurried to check. A stranger, clearly not a staff member. There was no time for shock. Leaving him where he lay, Alessia grabbed her again.


  Just before they exited the dormitory, she gave a quick explanation.


  “We’re going through the passage.”


  The same passage where Eileen had run into her father. It was the most labyrinthine part of the tavern, with many hidden ways out, though deeper in it became a maze.


  According to Alessia, it was designed that way so people could hide if trouble arose. In fact, during a previous raid, some guests had escaped through it.


  There was a small side door in the dormitory that led straight outside, but it was surely under watch. The dangerous route was their only option.


  Emerging into the tavern proper, loud music washed over them. Eileen glanced at the stage where dancers swayed, huge feathered fans in hand. The plumes were all a deep crimson.


  She was careful not to look toward the box seats as she and Alessia slipped into the crowd. They reached the passage without interference.


  As always, the rooms were full. Moans of pleasure seeped through the doors. The first time she’d come here, she hadn’t understood the sounds, now she knew all too well.


  Even knowing, the embarrassment and tension were unavoidable. Worse, someone had left a door ajar, and lewd cries spilled openly into the hallway.


  Hunching her shoulders, she tried to think of something else, when a faint scent brushed her nose.


  “…?”


  Still walking quickly, she sniffed again. One room’s door was slightly open, and along with the moans, a waft of incense drifted out.


  She inhaled several times. It was the same scent she had smelled on the night she’d dreamed.


  ‘And I smelled this before, too.’


  It was the night she had witnessed her father having s*x. The cloying scent had filled the room then as well. It wasn’t pure plant smoke, there were oils mixed in, making the exact blend hard to place.


  Maybe she’d inhaled too much. A dizzy, hazy feeling crept over her, like drowsiness. Alessia glanced back.


  “You should hold your breath for a bit.”


  While Eileen’s vision blurred slightly, Alessia seemed unaffected. Pinching her arm to keep alert, Eileen asked,


  “What… what are they burning?”


  She was sure Alessia would know. And indeed, Alessia didn’t deny it. She only hesitated before saying,


  “…It’s not a prohibited substance under Imperial law.”


  It was clearly some kind of neuroactive plant mixed with something else. But how had it evaded inspection? Even if not technically illegal, anything with narcotic properties could be seized…


  The question had no immediate answer. Eileen swallowed her curiosity and followed, until Alessia suddenly stopped short.


  Eileen nearly bumped into her and leaned out to look.


  A man was shuffling slowly down the corridor. Eileen’s heart lurched.


  “Father…?”


  It was him. No woman clung to him this time; he was just walking, as before.


  At her murmur, Alessia strode ahead and seized him by the back of the neck.


  “Hu-uh!”


  He hadn’t noticed anyone behind him and jerked in shock, trembling violently. Even as he struggled, Alessia held him effortlessly.


  The moment he saw Eileen, his face lit up. But hers hardened further.


  “What are you doing here?”


  She had thought she wouldn’t see him again for a while after he’d run off. Yet here he was again, wandering the tavern, this very same place.


  For a “customer,” he seemed to only pace aimlessly, which was suspicious enough. Her stare made him snap back angrily.


  “You’re the one who hasn’t gone back to the Grand Ducal estate! You should be thinking about returning as soon as possible to fetch me. Do you know the hardship your father suffers for having such a daughter…?”


  A cold heaviness settled in her chest. Alessia’s earlier words and the present scene overlapped in her mind, and an unavoidable conclusion formed.


  “Did His Grace…”


  She forced out the question she least wanted to ask.


  “…order you to watch me?”


  “Of course not! His Grace would never say such a thing.”


  His denial came too quickly, his voice unnaturally high. He hurried to defend Cesare.


  “He just said you’d vanished, and I told him to try the taverns in Fiore. That’s all.”


  The day they’d met, he had immediately reported her location to Cesare, and received no reward.


  Hoping for a bounty, he was now lurking to catch her himself and deliver her, afraid that if Cesare’s favor cooled, his payout would vanish.


  Now she understood Cesare’s intent in placing her father here. If she ran into him in this tavern of all places, she could never simply walk away.


  Alessia had been right. Eileen gripped the books in her arms.


  ‘So Cesare did…’


  A sharp, needling ache rose in her chest. Perhaps it was from the incense earlier, her head throbbed and swam. Bad memories crept in: her mother’s voice, her father’s rutting, tangled with the present.


  Shivering, she asked,


  “How much do you want?”


  “What?” he frowned.


  She lifted her bowed head to glare at him.


  “How much do you want for selling me off this time?”
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  Her father gave a short, incredulous laugh. But Eileen didn’t join him. She pressed her lips tight and clenched the old books in her hands.


  This was already the second time. The first, when he’d tried to have her sold abroad, she had let slide, swayed by his excuse that he’d believed Cesare would come save her.


  Not that she’d understood him then, either. She had only forced herself to shut her eyes and endure it, because he was her father, the one who had brought her into this world.


  But this time she could not, would not, forgive him.


  “Ordinarily, in most cases, if your daughter runs away… the normal thing is to ask what hardship drove her to it, to think of helping her. Not to try to sell her off for profit.”


  Speaking what should have been an obvious truth made her feel a little pitiful, especially with someone else present. Forcing her wavering voice to steady, she gave Alessia a signal.


  Alessia slowly released her grip on the man’s collar. He brushed at his clothes loudly, making no effort to hide his irritation.


  “Profit? That’s harsh. You’re the one disgracing the family, aren’t you? As a father, I’m trying to teach my child not to trouble His Grace.”


  He puffed out his chest in righteous indignation. Eileen quietly asked,


  “Do you truly… think of me as your daughter?”


  At that, his face twisted. Eileen instinctively stepped back, it was the same expression he wore just before drunken rages at home.


  “Do you know how I’ve raised you?”


  His shout was sharp, his eyes gleaming with anger. He jabbed a finger at her.


  “Ever since you were born, nothing has gone right. Because of those cursed eyes of yours, your mother went half-mad, if only a son had been born instead, to carry on the name, I wouldn’t have to endure this humiliation now.”


  As if he had borne everything up to this point, he loomed over her, voice dripping with threat.


  “And now you dare to corner your father over a few coins? How insolent!”


  But even then, he didn’t say he wouldn’t take money. He kept muttering that as Grand Duchess, she should first see to her father, instead of shoving him into some pasture.


  “…So how much do you want?”


  The man who’d been red-faced and shouting fell abruptly silent.


  “If I give you as much money as you want, will you stop pretending to be my father?”


  The question burst out, driven by sheer disgust. He answered instantly, as though he’d long had the number ready.


  “Considering the cost of raising you, and compensation for the harm you’ve caused me, I’ll need at least this much.”


  He held up his hand, fingers forming a figure. Eileen stared, feeling the bottom drop out of her chest.


  So the amount mattered more than the bond. The blood in her veins seemed to run cold.


  ‘It never mattered what I did.’


  She had been the only one trying to preserve and mend the family ties. To him, their blood connection meant nothing.


  She was the only one who had ever considered them family.


  ‘Fool.’


  The years she had spent for her parents’ sake scattered like dust. The moment her love and sincerity acquired a price tag, she felt the strength leave her.


  She let go of the rope she had clung to so stubbornly. It slipped away almost absurdly easily, because she had been the only one holding it.


  She looked at the man before her with empty hands. Since it would be the last time, she took off her glasses and looked at him with clear eyes.


  “Baron Elrod.”


  He blinked at the unfamiliar address, his face twisting as if to shout, but he restrained himself, probably because of Alessia at her side. Even without her, he likely wouldn’t dare; the one he sought wasn’t his daughter, but the Grand Duchess of Erzet who could give him money.


  “I’ll give you the compensation you want. So leave this place now.”


  He gaped at her, bewildered. Eileen’s gaze was cool and steady.


  If she sold the brick house, combined the savings she’d set aside, and added a share of the proceeds from Aspiria’s launch, she could easily meet the amount he’d named. Even if she ceased to be Grand Duchess later, that much was hers alone to give.


  If that meant cutting him out forever, it was worth it. She wanted him out of her life for good.


  “What is this…”


  He couldn’t adjust to her sudden change in attitude. Never before had she responded like this. She had always endured his cruelest words in silence or tears. Sometimes she’d bristle back, but never with this cold, stranger’s detachment.


  While Baron Elrod hesitated, Alessia, who had been waiting, called urgently.


  “Eileen.”


  There was no time to argue further. She put her glasses back on and followed Alessia. She felt his eyes boring into her back but didn’t turn. She had no desire to.


  Alessia didn’t ask questions, and Eileen was grateful for her silence. The dizziness worsened, and she walked as if she might collapse any moment.


  “Just a little longer.”


  Alessia urged her on. She couldn’t risk slowing to support her. But when Eileen nearly fell, Alessia caught her in alarm.


  “Sorry…”


  Eileen’s face was pale. She’d pushed herself past her limit.


  “Excuse me a moment.”


  Alessia finally hoisted her onto her back. Eileen slumped against her, trying not to be a burden but unable to help it. If she let her mind go even a little, she would fall asleep. She pinched her arms to stay awake.


  With Eileen on her back, Alessia’s pace quickened drastically.


  At last they stopped before a door. Alessia pressed her ear to it, turned the knob with one hand, and peered inside before slipping in.


  “This is it. Once we get out, we’re safe.”


  She assured her, then struck the wall with her fist. The old wooden panel swung like a revolving door, revealing a narrow, dark passage. Alessia stepped in without hesitation.


  It was too dark to see even the floor, but she strode forward as if she knew the way by heart. Eileen was reminded of the time she had fled the Grand Ducal estate through a secret passage, alone, trembling, with only a lantern.


  While she was lost in the memory, Alessia set her down, they had reached the exit.


  “We’re here. Wait here a moment, it may not be safe. I’ll go first.”


  She hid Eileen in the darkness and opened the door.


  Cool night air flooded in, moonlight mingling with the glow of lanterns to spill across the passage. Both women froze.


  Outside stood soldiers in uniform. And among them, a lone, slender woman, her golden hair gleaming in the moonlight. Alessia breathed her name like a swallowed groan.


  “Malena…”


  Malena’s eyes squeezed shut in anguish. Eileen’s gaze shifted to the soldier beside her, Rotan, expressionless.


  “I’ve come to escort you, Eileen.”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  On the day Cesare returned from the Kalpen campaign and came to see Eileen, Lotan had also been waiting outside the inn.


  It was a moment where past and present seemed to overlap. Just as it had been then, Eileen had no choice in the matter. The only difference now was that she was no longer alone.


  She looked at Lotan with trembling eyes. He was a man whose expression rarely changed, but even the gentleness that used to linger in his gaze had hardened, leaving her unable to read his thoughts.


  For some reason, Lotan could not hold her gaze for long. He turned slightly toward Malena and Alessia, speaking to them instead.


  “We will see to it that the ladies are escorted safely.”


  It was as good as saying that things might not be safe if Eileen refused to comply. But she had no intention of resisting. If he had sent soldiers, it meant any leniency toward her had already run out.


  “Thank you for helping me.”


  She left those words to Malena and Alessia. Malena seemed as though she wanted to say something, biting her lips, but nothing came out. Seeing the always-forthright woman unable to speak left Eileen uneasy.


  “…I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into this because of me.”


  With that, Eileen began to walk. Passing Alessia’s side, she moved toward Lotan.


  Alessia reached out to stop her, but Malena quickly shook her head. Meeting her gaze, Alessia silently closed her hand into a fist.


  The soldiers closed in around Eileen at once. Alessia and Malena disappeared from view.


  “I’ll escort her.”


  Lotan offered his arm, and Eileen nodded without a word, following him. She thought they would head straight to the Grand Ducal estate, but instead he led her somewhere unexpected, the tavern.


  The sight of Eileen surrounded by soldiers made the tavern staff widen their eyes. Judging by their expressions, they seemed to think she had been caught doing drugs or some other crime.


  The upper box seats used a separate route, meaning there was no risk of bumping into ordinary patrons. That floor happened to be empty tonight, so the people downstairs continued enjoying the performance, oblivious to the soldiers above.


  Eileen looked at the box seats ahead. Lotan, in a respectful tone, announced:


  “His Grace is waiting for you.”


  The guest in the box was Cesare. All her earlier denials to Alessia seemed meaningless now.


  Had Cesare known from the start? Perhaps she had been running within the palm of his hand all along.


  She had thought she’d stepped beyond the fence, but that had been an illusion. Cesare had simply built her a new one, and now that she’d strayed beyond its bounds, he was calling her back.


  With trembling hands, Eileen knocked on the box seat’s door and stepped inside.


  The curtains were still drawn. On the table sat unopened bottles of alcohol, just as before. If Alessia hadn’t come for her today, she might have been here again, serving food without knowing a thing.


  No sound came from beyond the curtains, though he must have known she was there. Eileen clutched the hem of her skirt.


  Now she understood why she hadn’t felt any revulsion when the guest beyond the curtain had once grabbed her wrist, why her curiosity had been piqued again and again.


  It had all been Cesare.


  In hindsight, it had been strange from the start, but she’d never thought to suspect it, never imagined he would be watching her like this.


  Her chest throbbed with pain. In truth, the hurt she felt toward Cesare eclipsed even the betrayal from her father. But the feeling was too large, too painful, for her to dig into, so she had turned away from it.


  “…Cesare.”


  Though she had said his name countless times before, tonight it felt unfamiliar, as if she were speaking it to a stranger for the first time.


  A gloved hand parted the curtain. Through the small opening came his languid voice.


  “Come in.”


  Eileen stepped forward and, for the first time, drew aside the heavy curtain herself.


  A brilliant view spilled into her eyes, dancers in glittering costumes moving under the lights on the stage below, a scene that could captivate anyone.


  But of course, she couldn’t focus on them. Her eyes were fixed on the man in the chair by the railing, leaning back in his seat. He smelled faintly of tobacco.


  Cesare did not look at her. His gaze stayed on the stage. Following it, Eileen realized just how clearly the backstage was visible from here, enough to have watched her bustling about during chores.


  At last, his crimson eyes turned to her. Meeting them sent a shiver down her spine. It was a look she had never seen from him before, stripped of all its usual leisure. That red gaze seemed to press down on her.


  Slowly, he rose from his chair. With the light of the stage at his back, his shadow fell over her completely.


  He came closer, stopping right in front of her, and reached out. She flinched and shut her eyes, but all he did was remove her glasses.


  They fell to the floor with a soft clink. His lips twisted slightly.


  “Do you think I’d do something bad to you?”


  “…”


  Before, she would have denied it instantly, insisting that of course he wouldn’t. But now, she could not answer. Her lips opened and closed several times in vain.


  Her headache pounded, blurring her thoughts. Slowly, she spoke.


  “I thought it was a dream.”


  She recalled the touch and the kiss she had felt while half-asleep.


  “That was you, wasn’t it?”


  “As if I’d let anyone else lay hands on you.”


  “…”


  She couldn’t name the feeling in her chest, but there were so many things she wanted to ask, why he had sent Baron Elrod to the streets of Fiore, whether he had used drug-laced incense on her… Yet instinct kept her silent. She feared him.


  And Cesare surely knew exactly what she was thinking and feeling.


  Even knowing what this would do to her, he had used whatever means necessary. If it had been required, he could have been even more ruthless.


  “I… wanted to save you, Cesare.”


  But she could only offer salvation within the bounds he permitted. She had thought she would cry while saying this, but strangely, no tears came. In a cracked voice, she pleaded:


  “Please… will you allow me to?”


  “It’s meaningless, Eileen.”


  His tone was not cold, almost gentle, but his twisted gaze did not change. She trembled as she asked,


  “Why… is it meaningless?”


  His hand cupped her cheek, stroking softly, as if telling her not to pry further, not to dig deeper, only to wait quietly.


  What would happen if she ignored him this time? Even so, she forced her lips, stiff with fear, to move.


  “Are you… going to die in my place, Cesare?”


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈
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  The moment Eileen overheard the dancers talking backstage, a thought struck her.


  “I’ve heard it before. An offering is meant to summon a god, but to have your wish granted, you must pay a price far greater than that.”


  “In myths, any mortal who asks something of a god always ends up unhappy.”


  At those words, the old tomes she had read flashed through her mind.


  They were collections of myths, not only the founding legend, but many others besides. Eileen had read them all, thinking some clue in them might prove useful.


  Most were obscure myths, the kind that resembled old folktales, but their content and endings were vastly different from the common versions she’d known. In the tomes, mortals who made bargains with gods always met with a tragic end. The only exception was the founding emperor.


  The reason Eileen had never encountered such myths before was simple, nobles were not taught those kinds of stories.


  Though she was the daughter of a low-ranking baron, under Cesare she had read only the most expensive books. Of course she had never come across volumes containing such “dangerous” ideas.


  She had never sought out mythology on her own, unlike her voracious pursuit of works on botany and pharmacology. It was only when she encountered the old tomes that she realized gods were not kindly beings toward mortals. Hearing the dancers’ conversation, suspicion took root in her mind.


  Before she could unravel that curiosity, events swept her into meeting Cesare. In the moment she realized, despite all her desperate efforts, she had been in the palm of his hand all along, a deeper question arose.


  What kind of price could be so great that, even after she had begged and run away only to be caught, he would not tell her?


  Cesare had flatly declared that her attempts to save him were meaningless. He said it with the certainty of someone who already knew the inevitable outcome.


  The many fragments Eileen had been piecing together finally locked into place. As the last piece slid in, she was left with one unthinkable, unbearable thought. She was afraid to even voice it, yet at last, she asked:


  Was the price Cesare had to pay… his life?


  She did not wish him to lie, but she hoped he would say no. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears like a prisoner awaiting a death sentence, her whole being focused on his answer.


  “P-please… answer me, Cesare.”


  Even under her pleading urgency, Cesare remained silent for a long time. The stage lights dimmed, blackout between acts. In the darkness, only his crimson eyes were clear.


  Eileen’s eyes widened. His gaze had curved into a crescent.


  “Listen carefully, Eileen.”


  The darkness made it hard to see, but she could tell he was smiling.


  “I’ll say it only once.”


  It was not the perfect, godlike, arrogant smile she had known since she was ten. This was the most unstable, precarious expression she had ever seen on him.


  Cesare drew her into his arms. She trembled violently, but he didn’t care, holding her deeper in his embrace. His touch was as gentle as when he had once held a young Eileen in the lily garden. One hand pressed against the back of her head, and his lips brushed her ear.


  “I turned back time for the sake of your dead self. The offerings I gave to summon the god were the men of the Traon Empire, those who had wronged you.”


  His voice was unhurried, almost sweet. But Eileen froze, eyes wide. Cesare tightened his hold around her as he went on:


  “It took a great deal of blood before the god could be summoned, but at last, I made the bargain, just like in your dream.”


  His hand slid from her hair to encircle her neck.


  “It was much like the founding myth. The seven trials were killing you, by my own hand…”


  The whispered words carried a faint laugh, as if he still found it absurd. To anyone else, it might sound like a morbid joke. But Eileen knew the weight of them, she knew the Cesare who had once wrapped his hands around her throat.


  “The seventh trial was a bit of trouble, but in the end, I overcame them all. Only then did I promise the price and turn back time. Seven years in reality… and in the illusion, a much longer while. But I–”


  …I was able to save you.


  Cesare exhaled softly. The performance resumed, the tavern lights brightened. Eileen forced herself to raise her head.


  The hand holding her down relaxed, revealing the face he had always kept hidden.


  “I love you, Eileen.”


  With shattered crimson eyes that made the words feel nothing like a lover’s confession.


  “Enough to die for you.”


  The price of saving one life… was another’s death.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Cesare remembered his descent into madness. The memories were not clear; most of the time was a blur, perhaps because there had been nothing worth remembering.


  After the Grand Duke of Erzet slaughtered the capital’s nobility in a single day, the Traon Empire, and indeed the whole continent, was in an uproar. Many of the nobles had ties abroad; war was the natural result.


  Cesare welcomed it. There was no one left who would read news of his deeds, so there was no need to temper his hand. He crushed enemy nations with unprecedented cruelty; wherever the Imperial army passed, no life remained.


  While Cesare raged outside the Empire, Leonstruggled as Emperor to restore order to the political world shattered overnight. He hastily summoned provincial nobles to fill the vacant positions, raising lesser-born men of talent to high office.


  Commoners too were recruited into the imperial administration. Ironically, the Empire grew stronger than before. But no noble, and not even the Emperor, dared oppose the Grand Duke of Erzet. The military’s grip on power had never been tighter.


  Cesare, the cause of it all, cared for none of it. When the war ended and he returned to the capital, he shut himself in the ruined brick house, in a small upstairs room, reading Eileen’s diaries or sitting by the window.


  It was strange. He had thought that after killing all the capital’s nobles for the sake of the child, after holding their mass funeral, he would feel better. But he didn’t. Not at all.


  From the window of the brick house, he saw the young Eileen, sprinkling flowers over him as he lay exhausted from the bloodletting demanded by her mother. She had smiled at him, wrapped in flowers.


  “When I marry Your Highness, I’ll tell you every day that I love you. And I’ll give you flowers like this.”


  Her chattering voice faded in his ears. Cesare leaned his cheek against the window frame and looked down at the garden.


  Where the orange tree had been, there was now only a pit and weeds. He saw her at seventeen, sobbing in the dirt like a child, after Baroness Elrod’s funeral, when he brought her back to the brick house.


  Her body had grown, but she cried just as she had when she was little. All through the funeral she had held back her tears, but before him they flowed like an opened tap.


  “I don’t know how I can ever repay Your Grace’s kindness. I… I only ever receive…”


  She had said it over and over through her sobs. He thought he might have comforted her by holding her, as he had when she was a child. She had startled at first, but just that once, she had not pulled away, she had clung to him and cried.


  Cesare’s lips curved faintly. She seemed so vivid, he could see her, hear her voice… and yet, she did not exist.


  Smiling, he called her name.


  “Eileen.”


  But no answer came. No wide eyes looking up at him, no bright smile, no babbling voice.


  Cut to pieces by the reality of her absence, over and over, Cesare thought:


  That perhaps he was going mad.
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  He felt that something was wrong, but there was nothing he could do about it. He simply continued to break apart, piece by piece. Cesare observed his own collapse as though from the outside.


  On the day he crossed the line, Cesare ordered that Baron Elrod be brought to him. The baron was dragged in before the day was out.


  Cesare regarded the grizzled old man before him. Baron Elrod was already trembling with terror.


  “Y-Your Grace…”


  The man begged for mercy, but Cesare did not respond. He simply studied the baron’s face in silence.


  When the girl had been sentenced to execution, the baron had been the first to flee. Rather than lift a finger to save Eileen’s life, he had sought his own safety faster than anyone.


  He was also the one responsible for the brick house being ransacked. With Eileen’s death, her estate passed to Baron Elrod, and the creditors descended like vultures, stripping away anything of value.


  Of course, before they arrived, the baron had secretly returned to the brick house to take the most expensive items for himself. It was he who pawned the platinum pocket watch Eileen had left behind.


  After her execution, Baron Elrod was stripped of his title, but thanks to his swift flight, he kept his life. He drifted across the Empire, surviving on drink and gambling.


  He should have paid for the child’s death. The only reason Cesare had left him alone until now was because…


  He too was a trace of the girl.


  Cesare had thought that if he saw the man’s face, he wouldn’t be able to kill him. But that wasn’t really true. The baron’s features, ruined by alcohol and drugs, held no trace of Eileen. Cesare could kill him.


  And yet…


  If he stared long enough, a faint shadow of her features would emerge. Cesare fixed his gaze on the man and asked.


  “Where is Eileen?”


  At the question, Baron Elrod’s face went slack. He blinked stupidly, then glanced sidelong at the knight standing behind Cesare.


  Diego, impassive until now, let the faintest flicker pass through his eyes. The baron stammered:


  “Th-the girl… she’s dead…”


  It was not the answer Cesare wanted. He leaned back in his chair and gave a languid order.


  “Cut him. Leave the face.”


  Diego stepped forward silently. Seeing the shelf of blades, gleaming knives, saws, the baron began to scream. Diego’s first move was to gag him.


  The dismemberment began at the extremities. With each finger or toe severed, Cesare asked the same question: Where is Eileen?


  Each time, the baron gave the same answer, that she was dead. When all his hands and feet were gone, he stopped saying that, begging instead for his life, for forgiveness. Later he claimed she was alive, but that too was not the answer Cesare wanted, so he did not halt the order.


  In such matters, Diego was unmatched. He worked with practiced skill, ensuring the man did not bleed out before the work was done. When only stumps above the elbows and knees remained, the baron said something new.


  “I… I’ll bring her… back… I will…”


  Cesare’s lips twisted, as if he’d just heard an amusing joke.


  “How will you bring back the dead?”


  “B-by any means…”


  The baron twitched his mangled limbs, drooling, eyes wild.


  “Magic… sorcery… I’ll bring her back…”


  Cesare narrowed his eyes slightly. It was the first change in his expression, and the baron latched onto it desperately.


  “I swear! I’ll bring her back… I will…”


  Cesare stared at him for a long moment, then rose from his chair. Hope flickered in the baron’s eyes.


  Cesare made a small gesture to Diego. The knight bowed slightly, then picked up a heavy blade. The baron’s eyes went wide as the steel approached.


  “Y-Your Grace–”


  That was the last thing he said. A moment later, there was a dull thud as his head rolled across the floor. Blood spattered in all directions, and Diego wiped his face with the back of his hand, unmoved.


  After disposing of Baron Elrod, Cesare found a new purpose. He knew well the so-called sorcery the man had mentioned for bringing back the dead, it was what his own mother had once dabbled in.


  Cesare’s mother had tried to resurrect her dead lover. To Cesare, the man had been nothing but trash, yet she mourned him like a great, fated love, degrading herself with every manner of grotesque act.


  Naturally, she had achieved nothing. She had flailed alone in her futile rituals until she fell into despair and hanged herself. Cesare remembered looking at her swaying body. What had he thought? Likely scorn and contempt at her foolishness.


  To believe in something so impossible for the sake of a man, to cling to a hope that could never be realized, and then to choose death as an escape, these were things Cesare could neither understand nor wished to.


  And yet, ironically, now it felt… worth trying.


  Perhaps it was the blood he had inherited from her that stirred this impulse, but at this moment, it was all he had. Even if it was futile, he wanted to try. Knowing it could not be done did nothing to stop him.


  Cesare began to retrace his mother’s path exactly, following every trace she had left, gathering information on the magic that could raise the dead.


  Not long after he began, Leon came to him. The hollow figure mocked as a puppet emperor had changed greatly; the brother who once smiled as they spoke was gone. Leon now always looked at Cesare with a rigid face, his eyes filled with both grief and fear.


  “Cesare… sorcery?”


  As a brother who had suffered under the same mother, Leon seemed desperate to stop him from this, but Cesare was only puzzled. When Leon pleaded, asking what he would do if he met the same end as their mother, Cesare tilted his head and replied.


  “Then you should have protected her.”


  Leon said nothing.


  From that day on, the Grand Duke’s mansion was filled with people of low birth, and the stench of animal sacrifices hung in the air daily.


  Cesare tried many methods. He bled noble royals when asked, and sometimes did things so dangerous even his knights tried to dissuade him.


  But all of it was useless. Time passed with no results, until he had tried nearly every form of sorcery in existence.


  Then Cesare began killing those who had wasted his time, those who had taken his patronage and his sacrifices and given nothing in return. They died like the animals they had once offered up as tribute.


  When the scent of human blood joined that of beasts in the Grand Duke’s halls, an old sorcerer spoke of a different path.


  “Make a bargain with a god.”


  Like the founding emperor, who had offered a great sacrifice to bring back his dead empress. It was not sorcery, but it was something no temple, no imperial subject, would dare speak of.


  The sacrifices would have to be citizens of the Traon Empire. Cesare did not hesitate to build the altar. The Empire was no longer something he meant to protect.


  And on the first day of the sacrifice, Leon killed himself.
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  Like the twins’ mother, Leon hanged himself in the bedroom. It was a pitiful end for the emperor of a nation.


  Cesare checked Leon’s body and read the will he had left behind. The short will contained nothing but words addressed to Cesare.


  Along with an apology, Leon asked that his body be used as the first offering for the burnt sacrifice.


  [I’m sorry, Cesare.]


  Cesare stared for a while at the final words left by his last remaining family. It was the will of a brother who had paid for his sins with death.


  But nothing could be undone. Cesare began the burnt sacrifice.


  The priests tried to stop him, but they did not have the devotion to risk their lives. They too were human and they bent their will before the guns and blades of the soldiers.


  Cesare built an altar in front of the Imperial Pantheon, placed the feathers of a winged lion upon it, and lit the flames. As the first offering, he gave his own blood and the corpse of his brother.


  The raging fire swallowed the human body in an instant. Though he had burned the flesh of his own kin, the god did not respond. Cesare stared into the broken pocket watch before the flames.


  Seven years had passed without his noticing. It was not a short time. One might have thought some forgetfulness would have set in, yet Cesare still saw and heard Eileen.


  He saw little Eileen laughing as she called to the prince, Eileen on the verge of adulthood blushing with a smile, and Eileen who came to him in tears pounding on his door just before he left to conquer Calpen.


  In his eyes, Eileen had not faded at all. He suddenly wondered how she would react if she saw him now. He had a guess, but there was no way to confirm it.


  The burning flames etched themselves onto his retina. Sparks whipped by the wind scattered in all directions. Cesare, watching the fire, opened his lips.


  “Do you still intend to follow me?”


  Then he slowly turned his back to the fire. Lotan, Diego, Michele, and Senon were quietly waiting for him.


  The knights who had served Cesare all their lives had obeyed his orders and pledged their loyalty. Even when he fell into sorcery and committed strange acts in the ducal palace, they did not leave him.


  However, offering a burnt sacrifice to the god was something that shook the very foundations of the Traon Empire. Even if the emperor was only a figurehead, to burn his body without even holding a state funeral was a grave act.


  From now on, even the people of the empire would be sacrificed. Cesare could not be sure his knights would accept that.


  Even if they were to raise their guns at him here, it would not be surprising. He knew himself that his actions were abnormal.


  A burnt sacrifice by the Grand Duke of Erzet–seven years ago, it would have been unthinkable. Cesare had changed, and the man the knights once believed in was gone.


  Yet before the blazing fire, the knights once again swore loyalty.


  “We will serve you to the very last moment, Your Excellency.”


  There was not a trace of hesitation in their eyes. Even though they all knew they were walking the wrong path.


  Only then did Cesare realize. Over the course of seven years, the knights too had been broken. The broken men decided to hold one last requiem for Eileen.


  Cesare carried out the second burnt sacrifice. He offered ten men, severing their heads and burning their bodies. The flames soared as if to reach the heavens, yet still the god did not respond.


  The third burnt sacrifice claimed one hundred men. Blood flowed like a river, and severed heads and bodies were strewn everywhere. Crows gathered like storm clouds to peck at the corpses, but the heat of the flames kept them at bay.


  “Tomorrow I will offer a thousand lives.”


  At the moment he promised a thousand deaths, the god responded. The crimson flames turned into golden sacred fire. The flickering blaze was so beautiful it was hard to believe it had burned so many. The god had at last answered the call of man.


  Cesare slowly approached the sacred fire. He looked into it, then closed his eyes. After catching his breath for a moment, he opened them again and made the wish he had long yearned for.


  “May Eileen Elrod be brought back to life.”


  The golden sacred fire blazed more fiercely within his red eyes. Cesare took out a platinum pocket watch from his chest. In his grasp, it felt hot as if it held the flames within. Feeling the heat as though it might burn his flesh away, he clenched it tightly one last time before throwing it into the sacred fire.


  It was the last memento of Eileen he had. If even this failed and ended in vain…


  The final offering for the burnt sacrifice would be himself.


  And Cesare lost consciousness.


  When he came to, Cesare let out a short, hollow laugh. Even as he saw it with his own eyes, he could hardly believe it.


  In his arms was Eileen.


  It was the first moment he had ever met her. Ten-year-old Eileen clung to him, crying. Her small body was hot with fever, and the scent of lilies from the flower field drifted through the air.


  “Hhhuh, uhhwah…”


  Cesare gently soothed the sobbing child. It was a sweet dream he never wished to wake from. But instinctively he knew. This was a false illusion, nothing but a fake Eileen conjured from his memory.


  The founding emperor had bargained with the god and endured seven trials to revive the dead. Cesare realized this was the trial given to him by the god.


  Yet for a trial, it was a painfully sweet moment. Cesare held Eileen for a while before whispering,


  “Shall we close our eyes for a moment?”


  The small child squeezed her eyes shut. Cesare drew a gun from his chest, placed it against his temple, and pulled the trigger. As the gunshot rang out, the world shattered like glass.


  The next illusion was of Eileen at twelve years old. She was held captive by a kidnapper in a warehouse, looking up at the Cesare who had come to rescue her as though he were a god. Love bordering on worship shone in her eyes.


  Again Cesare told Eileen to close her eyes, and again he shot himself. Another Eileen appeared, and Cesare broke the illusion once more by dying.


  After repeating suic!de to the point of weariness, he began to wonder. How could this dream be ended?


  He had known from the start it was a trial from the god. But the founding emperor had only gone through seven trials. That the illusions continued without end meant he was doing something wrong.


  Cesare tested many methods. Nothing freed him from the cycle of illusions. Only his own death moved him to the next vision.


  Then he met Eileen at seventeen.


  Eileen looked up at him with a pale face, sweating coldly. Cesare knew exactly what moment this was.


  “We have to hold the funeral…”


  Eileen shivered as if from a chill and pleaded, “Please lend me some money. I am so sorry. I will pay you back, I promise.”


  The girl, who had even forgotten how to cry, seemed absent-minded. Cesare gazed at her silently. There was one method he had never tried, despite breaking countless illusions.


  It was Eileen’s death.


  Cesare let out a hollow laugh at the thought. Then without hesitation, he grasped Eileen’s neck with his hand.


  She kicked and struggled, but Cesare coldly watched.


  It was only a trick the god had conjured. He had no intention of being trapped here forever, swayed by a mere Eileen crafted from his own memories.


  Cesare killed Eileen, breaking her neck in an instant.


  Even knowing it was all an illusion, watching the life fade from Eileen’s dazzling eyes gave him a strange feeling. A sharp pain stirred in his heart, but Cesare endured it. He thought it was something he could bear.


  It did not take long for him to realize his belief had been arrogance.
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  Chapter 186


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare looked at the Eileen he had just killed. Holding her limp body, he waited in silence. With Eileen’s death, the world shattered. Her corpse scattered into fragments along with the collapsing world.


  



  Then, a sight he had never seen before unfolded. It was a space filled entirely with darkness. As he stood there in the pitch black, a golden light fell. Cesare caught it as it rushed toward him like a falling star.


  



  In his hand, he felt the hard touch of metal. What had seemed like a meteor shower was a platinum pocket watch, Eileen’s keepsake that he had offered as a sacrifice in the burnt offering.


  



  Without a word, Cesare opened the watch. The hour and minute hands lay neatly overlapped at twelve o’clock. The moment he checked the time, the hour hand clicked forward to one o’clock.


  



  At the same time, light split the darkness and a new world appeared. Cesare gave a twisted smile at the sight before him.


  



  “…Ha.”


  



  A hollow laugh escaped him. Eileen had appeared once again. It was another moment he knew well.


  



  She was walking carefully, arms full of books stacked high in her embrace. Her large glasses slipped down the bridge of her nose, and unable to free her hands, she scrunched her nose to try to push them up.


  



  When that failed, she sighed heavily and tilted her head back slightly. Then she began to walk a little faster.


  



  It was Eileen in her university days.


  



  At that time, Cesare had visited her briefly. He had business in the province where Palerchia University was located and stopped by, though he had not told her. He thought it would only distract her from her studies, so he simply caught a glimpse of her quietly and left.


  



  That day, wearing the hood of his robe pulled low, he had passed her by on the opposite side of the road. Eileen, burdened with her mountain of books, had stopped mid-step and turned to look at him.


  



  She could not have imagined that the hooded man was Cesare, yet she gazed after him endlessly. He still remembered the sensation of her eyes touching him.


  



  And now, that moment from his memory was playing out before him. Cesare stopped in the middle of the street, staring at Eileen approaching from the opposite side with her books.


  



  When she noticed the man standing still, Eileen’s expression grew uneasy. But the moment Cesare pulled back his hood, her eyes and mouth opened wide.


  



  “Your Grace!”


  



  She cried out like an exclamation and dropped her books with a thud. Despite her love and care for books, she ignored them as they rolled across the dirt and ran straight to him.


  



  But when she reached him, she could say nothing, only looked up at him. Her face was flushed deep red with joy.


  



  “Eileen.”


  



  When he spoke her name, she smiled as brightly as a flower bud bursting open. It was a pure smile, so clean it hurt to look at. Before her chattering voice could continue, Cesare seized her throat.


  



  The look that crossed Eileen’s face then was not fear or terror, but surprise and puzzlement. So firm was her belief that Cesare would never harm her that even when he gripped her neck, she did not panic. Cesare whispered quietly,


  



  “It won’t hurt.”


  



  As he tightened his grip, the eyes that had been full of trust wavered. Yet he could not meet that gaze for long. Cesare killed her. The lifeless Eileen collapsed into his arms.


  



  He held her for a while, until the world once again shattered.


  



  Was it easier to kill Eileen the second time than the first, or harder? Cesare could not tell.


  



  The hour hand of the watch moved to two o’clock, then three. When he reached the fourth world, Cesare realized something strange.


  



  The more times he killed Eileen, the harder it became, even though he knew all too well it was nothing but falsehood.


  



  “Hhuhh… uh… Your Grace…”


  



  Outside the door, Eileen wept in a voice choked with blood. Her small hands beat the wooden door desperately. It was the eighteen-year-old Eileen who had come to him before his departure for Kalpen.


  



  Cesare sat silently for a time, listening to her sobs, then rose from his chair. This time, he opened the door he had once been unable to.


  



  Eileen, about to knock again, looked up at him in surprise. He glanced at the tears rolling down her cheeks, then at her hands. Her small hands were in a pitiful state, bloodied and mangled. To think she had ruined the very hands meant to make medicine… how foolish.


  



  Cesare brought her inside. He wiped the tears from her face, applied ointment to her hands, and wrapped them in bandages.


  



  Eileen sniffled but obediently let him tend to her hands. After hesitating, she looked up at him carefully.


  



  “Please don’t go…”


  



  Her voice was as small as a candle flame about to be blown out. But even as she gasped for breath, she repeated,


  



  “Please, don’t go.”


  



  Cesare looked at her for a long time instead of answering. The longer he hesitated, the more time was wasted. Yet he could not bring himself to act quickly. Slowly, he clenched and unclenched his hand.


  



  As Cesare remained silent, Eileen’s shoulders drooped visibly. If she had been a dog, her tail and ears would have been hanging limp.


  



  Just as she opened her mouth to say something, Cesare finally grasped her neck. But his grip lacked strength.


  



  His heart pounded violently. The sound thudded in his ears like a drum, accompanied by the sound of harsh breathing. Only belatedly did Cesare realize it was his own breath.


  



  It was all false. Just an illusion built from his memories. Cesare slowly applied pressure. As he began to choke her, Eileen let out a pained groan. To spare her pain, he needed to end it quickly. He clenched his teeth. Just as he was about to put all his strength into it, a very small voice reached him.


  



  “I’m sorry…”


  



  She did not beg for her life. Though she had committed no sin, she died apologizing to Cesare, believing that he, who was like her god, could never be in the wrong, and thus it must be she who had erred.


  



  Cesare killed Eileen for the fourth time.


  



  His grip loosened, and her body collapsed to the floor.


  



  “Haa… haa…”


  



  Standing still, panting, Cesare suddenly startled and clutched the child’s body to him. He trembled as he held her still-warm form. Pain in his chest made it hard to breathe.


  



  The world collapsed. Cesare looked at the pocket watch with bloodshot eyes. The hands now pointed to four o’clock.


  



  The fifth was the time when Cesare had won the struggle for the throne and been granted the title of Grand Duke. Eileen, the daughter of a baron, could not attend the celebratory banquet.


  



  It was only long after the banquet ended that he saw her. As he had not yet moved into the ducal palace, she had come to the imperial palace, bringing a small bouquet–flowers and little oranges from the tree in the brick house.


  



  The tips of her ears were crimson as she congratulated him, embarrassed by her humble gift. Cesare repaid her by playing the piano she loved, every song she wished to hear, and told her to spend the night at the palace instead of going home.


  



  Though she trembled at the thought of scandal, he insisted and kept her in his chamber. That night, Cesare watched the sleeping Eileen for a long time. Before morning came, he killed her.


  



  The sixth Eileen was crying. Seeing her in tears in front of the brick house, Cesare went straight to Fiore Street. He found Baron Elrod, drunk and drugged, tangled with a woman, and beat him to death on the spot.


  



  With blood still on his hands, he returned to Eileen. Holding her frozen body in his arms, he laughed, then rubbed his face against her tear-soaked cheeks, savoring the warmth.


  



  “I killed your father. Do you still like me?”


  



  Eileen remained stiff as a board. When she could not answer, Cesare asked again,


  



  “Even if I kill you?”


  



  She trembled so badly it was pitiful, but she still managed to answer.


  



  “…Yes.”


  



  Even as tears streamed down her face, she did not look away from him.


  



  “I like you…”


  



  Cesare killed her as she confessed her feelings. Watching the watch hand move to six o’clock, he laughed with his shoulders shaking.


  



  Now there was only one left. Cesare waited for the seventh world. But the final world was a moment he did not know.


  



  The seventh Eileen stood before the guillotine.
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───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Eileen’s hands were bound with rope as she walked toward the guillotine, her legs giving way so badly she could hardly take proper steps. Her staggering gait looked ready to collapse at any moment.


  Her frightened face was pale as paper and slick with cold sweat. Her hair, matted and tangled, clung to her from being soaked in thick blood. A bright red trail ran down her cheek, perhaps from a stone that had struck her.


  But Eileen did not cry.


  She did not scream in terror, did not beg for her life, did not sob in protest at the injustice. Though she trembled with fear, she refused to show a single tear.


  As she placed her foot on the stairs leading up to the platform where the guillotine stood, her step faltered and her knee buckled, making her body sway dangerously.


  The executioners walking on either side frowned irritably and yanked her forward. Her tattered clothes stretched, exposing a flash of pale skin, and the gathered crowd snickered, pointing fingers.


  But the raucous noise quieted not long after. The rough handling tipped her backward, and her precariously perched glasses fell, sweeping aside the hair that had hidden her face.


  When Eileen’s face was revealed in full, the crowd simply stared in vacant silence. Even the executioners forgot to urge her forward, their eyes fixed on her.


  Under the weight of their gaze, Eileen hunched her shoulders. She had always thought her gold-green eyes were grotesque. Lowering her gaze so no one could see them, she stepped once more up the guillotine’s stairs.


  When her small body began to move again, the silence shattered. The crowd erupted in cheers, even louder than before.


  One executioner brushed her hair fully aside so the spectators could see her face clearly. Those eager to tear the body of the condemned into pieces for keepsakes eyed her like predators choosing their cut.


  At last Eileen stood before the guillotine. Her body trembled in fine shivers as if in spasm, but her face as she awaited execution was composed. With a gaze more resolute than any Cesare had ever seen from her, she looked upon the blade.


  Cesare knew exactly what was on the girl’s mind. Eileen meant to accept her sentence without excuse or resistance so as not to tarnish the name of the Grand Duke of Erzet.


  If she were to show fear or cowardice now, she must have thought it might stain Cesare’s honor, even if only a little.


  She had always been a timid, tearful girl. Yet here she was, enduring the terror of death, only for Cesare’s sake.


  He could not take his eyes off her. What he needed to do was clear. All he had to do was wait.


  If he simply stood by, Eileen’s head would fall to the guillotine’s blade and the seventh trial would end. He would finally escape the endlessly repeating illusions and return to reality.


  He only had to watch. Just a moment’s patience and it would be over.


  “Commence the execution of Eileen Elrod!”


  An executioner raised the axe to cut the rope holding the blade in place. Cesare could not endure it. Even knowing this was the wrong choice, a failure, he still stepped forward. The ticking of the watch’s hands clung to him like an auditory hallucination.


  Cesare ran toward the guillotine, more desperately than at any moment in his life.


  “Your Grace…?”


  When he reached the platform, the executioner stared wide-eyed at him. The axe that had been lifted high failed to strike and fell awkwardly to the side. The crowd that had been cheering moments before murmured in confusion, startled by the sudden appearance of the Grand Duke of Erzet, who should have been in Kalpen.


  “Cease the execution.”


  Cesare did not look at Eileen. His gaze remained fixed on the executioner as he gave his order.


  “I will invoke the Erzet ducal family’s writ of pardon.”


  “But… but the writ of pardon is–”


  The executioner stammered, glancing nervously at Cesare. Everyone in the Traon Empire knew the writ could only be used for members of the ducal family.


  Cesare looked down at his own clothes. He wore the imperial army’s full dress uniform: medals and decorations gleaming ostentatiously on his chest, a crimson cape flowing behind him, the sort of finery fit for a victory parade.


  He removed the cape. The symbol of the Traon Empire’s glory fluttered wide before settling over Eileen’s shoulders. His voice dropped low, firm as the blade of the guillotine.


  “She is my wife.”


  The shocking declaration left the onlookers momentarily speechless. After a brief, suspended silence, murmurs swelled like a swarm of bees. Only then did Cesare lower his gaze. His crimson eyes fell upon the kneeling figure before him.


  Eileen stared up at him, lips parting in disbelief.


  “Your Grace…”


  But her expression was not wholly one of joy. Even though her life had been spared, she wore a look of pain. From the eyes that had remained dry even before the guillotine’s blade, tears now spilled freely. One by one they fell, leaving round marks on the ground.


  “I’m sorry… hhh, I… I…”


  Her sobs broke her words apart. Cesare looked down at her for a moment, then bent to one knee. Meeting her gaze, he quietly studied her gold-green eyes. Eileen shivered faintly as she whispered,


  “But… you shouldn’t have… hhh, I kept waiting, knowing you would…”


  With eyes brimming with absolute devotion, a love close to worship, she confessed her faith in him.


  “That you would come to save me…”


  Cesare gave no reply to her words. He only reached out to draw her into his arms. She still felt small in his embrace, no different from the ten-year-old girl he had met in the lily fields.


  The warmth of her in his arms was like holding a burning flame. Cesare tightened his hold slightly. The moment was rapturous, like clasping a star in his hands, exactly what he had truly wished for.


  The relentless ticking of the watch grew faint in his ears, then vanished entirely. But Cesare did not strain to hear it again. He poured all his attention into the being before him.


  Cesare chose to remain in the illusion.


  The Grand Duke of Erzet used the writ of pardon, claiming he had been betrothed to Eileen Elrod before departing for the campaign, and saved her from the guillotine.


  But sparing her life did not mean the matter was finished. The real problems began from that moment.


  Eileen Elrod had broken imperial law, not only possessing n@rcotics, but also manufacturing and distributing them.


  The laws concerning narcotics had been introduced under Cesare’s own leadership. By overturning the order he himself had established, he had given his enemies a lethal political weapon.


  The nobles in the assembly naturally did not leave him unscathed. They denounced the Grand Duke’s arrogance, and the press ran daily articles mocking the “disgraced hero.”


  So Cesare decided to pay the price for using the writ of pardon.


  “You’re… giving up the grand duchy? Cesare, what are you saying!”


  Leon’s eyes widened in shock as he shouted. But Cesare had already made his decision. He would relinquish his title and resign from the military, choosing instead to live as an ordinary citizen of the empire.


  Hearing this, Leon felt not just confusion, but fear. Cesare had led the conquest of Calpen to victory, he could now enjoy only glory, yet he had abruptly declared that he had married Eileen.


  Though the writ of pardon had put him in a politically vulnerable position, it was a problem that could be overcome with difficulty. But to throw away all power entirely…


  “Are you… in your right mind? Do you know what it took to get here…”


  Cesare handed him a box. Inside were all the medals he had ever been awarded in his military career.


  “I’m sorry, brother.”


  That short apology was all. He added no explanations or excuses. Cesare left the imperial palace. Leon watched his retreating figure in blank disbelief, unable to call him back.


  Returning to the brick house, Cesare gazed at the orange tree swaying in the wind. A faint citrus fragrance hung in the air.


  As he watched the trembling leaves, the door clicked open. Eileen stepped out, walking quickly toward him.


  “Your Grace…”


  She clutched at the hem of his clothes and looked up at him, eyes taut with tension. Cesare gave a faint smile.


  “You should call me by my name now, Eileen.”


  At last tasting the happiness he had reached, he whispered to her,


  “I’m back.”
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  Over a mere woman, the Grand Duke of Erzet had cast aside all power, and the world was abuzz with talk. Most of the countless rumors were baseless, for to any reasonable mind the current situation was impossible to comprehend.


  It was already well known that the Grand Duke had no interest in power. He had chosen to place his elder twin upon the throne and take the title of Grand Duke instead. But no one had imagined he would even cast off his status as a soldier.


  From a boy soldier to the Supreme Commander of the Imperial Army, the Grand Duke of Erzet had lived his entire life as the sword of Traon. Yet now he had released even the knights and soldiers who had followed him, shutting himself away in an old brick house.


  Many refused to believe in his retirement. Plenty assumed the Grand Duke was hiding himself to stage a dramatic return.


  But Cesare had truly thrown everything away, for Eileen, and for himself.


  He had never known what happiness was. But in the days he spent at the brick house, he came to suspect this was what people meant when they spoke of happiness.


  A life of simple, unremarkable days, perhaps dull and tedious to some, was to him a life of profound comfort. It was peace, like the still surface of water undisturbed.


  A gentle breeze blew. The faint rustling of leaves brushed his ears like a quiet tide. Cesare slowly opened the eyes he had been resting.


  Through the foliage of the orange tree, sunlight spilled in shifting patterns. As he lazily gazed at the sky, his brow furrowed. At the same moment, a golden fruit dangling from the tree fell with a soft thud to the ground.


  He stared at the orange lying in the grass. Just then, the brick house door opened.


  “Cesare!”


  Now accustomed to calling his name, Eileen came running with a loaf of freshly baked bread. She held out the steaming ciabatta proudly.


  “Look at this. It came out so well.”


  Her face shone with unblemished joy as she asked if it didn’t look delicious. Cesare smiled as he took the bread from her hands.


  After nearly being executed for producing medicine from n@rcotics, Eileen had abandoned her work as an apothecary entirely. There were still customers who desperately sought the medicine she made, but there was nothing to be done.


  They too knew she had narrowly escaped the guillotine, and so none could bring themselves to ask her to make medicine again.


  Both Cesare and Eileen had given everything up, burying themselves in the brick house. Thankfully, there was no need to worry about survival. The fortune Cesare had amassed as Grand Duke was enough for the two of them to live in luxury for the rest of their lives.


  If there was any small problem in their peaceful life, it was that many still could not forget the “Grand Duke of Erzet.”


  “Go inside first.”


  Today, too, there was a visitor to the brick house. Cesare returned the bread to Eileen and sent her inside.


  With anxious eyes, Eileen fled into the house, locking the door tight and drawing all the curtains.


  By the time the ciabatta in her arms had grown lukewarm, a light knock sounded at the door. Eileen cautiously opened it.


  “Shall we have lunch?”


  Standing in the bright midday sun, Cesare smiled as if nothing were amiss, despite being spattered with blood. Eileen looked up at him on the verge of tears.


  He reached out instinctively to pat her head, but stopped midway and lowered his hand. Blood dripped from his fingers. Instead, he pressed his lips firmly to her round forehead, and only then did her expression ease a little. With cheeks flushed pink, she chattered, “I’ll make sandwiches,” and bustled off. Cesare smiled silently and headed to the bath.


  Their quiet life flowed as smoothly as running water. Seasons turned, years passed, and neither Cesare nor Eileen left the brick house.


  From time to time, knights and soldiers came to visit. Leon or other nobles would appear as well. They wished for Cesare’s return, and sometimes hoped Eileen would persuade him.


  But Cesare refused them all.


  The first ripple in their still life came because of Eileen. One night, she came to his bedroom.


  Though they were married in name, they had never once laid together. Cesare had chosen marriage solely as a means to protect her.


  But in what he thought was a perfect solution, there had been a flaw, he had not realized that Eileen could not remain a child forever.


  Wearing only a thin nightgown, Eileen was already trembling. Shoulders drawn tight, she whispered in a small, creeping voice,


  “Cesare…”


  It was only his name, yet he knew what she wanted. She climbed cautiously onto his bed. Glancing briefly at him, sitting propped against the headboard, she lowered her gaze and murmured,


  “I… I’m your wife, so…”


  “Did someone tell you you have to bear me an heir?”


  Eileen’s eyes widened as she looked up at him. Cesare exhaled low and set the book he had been holding down on the bedside table.


  “If you don’t want to, there’s no need to–”


  “I… I want to.”


  For the first time, Eileen cut him off, something she had never done before. Her eyes, desperate and pleading, locked on him.


  Without thinking, Cesare reached out and removed her glasses. The gold-green eyes hidden behind them caught the lamplight like stars, their moisture ready to spill over as tears.


  “I… want you, Cesare.”


  The girl had become a woman. No, she had been grown for some time, but only Cesare had continued to see her as a child. Eileen wanted him to treat her as his wife.


  Cesare could not clearly name the emotion he felt. He studied her quietly for a long moment, until she looked away, her face crimson. She moved to flee the room in haste.


  “I’m… I’m sorry… ah!”


  He caught her wrist and pulled her back. Off balance, she fell onto the bed, eyes wide. Cesare looked down at her, expression unreadable.


  Her breathing grew uneven, her chest rising and falling quickly. Just as her lips parted again to call his name, Cesare pressed his mouth to hers.


  It was nothing like the gentle kisses he had given her forehead or cheek in affection before. The sound of their tongues entwining filled the dim room with something heavy and intimate.


  When they broke apart, Eileen’s face was flushed so deep it could not redden further. Cesare took in every detail of his wife’s face before asking,


  “Do you truly want this?”


  The heat in his crimson eyes was enough to be frightening. But he did not hide it, knowing she could see. Her lashes trembled; then she gave a small nod.


  The first night lasted until the sun rose. Eileen cried often, saying she could not bear it, that it hurt and frightened her. Then she cried because she felt too good.


  Cesare mostly followed her lead, slowing when she was in pain, waiting when she said she could not go on.


  But Eileen seemed to enjoy a touch of force. When their bodies tangled completely and he reached deep within her, she shivered in joy.


  They gave themselves to desire until dawn. Cesare bathed her thoroughly and dressed her in fresh clothes.


  When she awoke, he fed her breakfast, then took her again. He continued until she lost control and fainted.


  They came together everywhere in the brick house, on the bed, in the kitchen, in the sitting room, on the stairs, even sprawled on the carpet. In less than a week, Cesare had learned all of her. And he realized fully just how much the girl he once thought of as a child had matured into a woman.


  Holding Eileen’s sweat-dampened body, he lazily rubbed his face along the line of her neck. They were perfect days. He truly wished they could last forever.


  Until he began to feel something was amiss.
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  Time in their peaceful life passed more quickly than ever before. A month felt like a single day, and a year like a single month. The Grand Duke of Erzet, the apothecary of the old inn, both were slowly fading from people’s memories.


  Baron Elrod, who had been the first to flee when Eileen was sentenced to death, came to the brick house only once. But when Cesare pressed the muzzle of a gun to his forehead, the man vanished at once and never returned. Likely he had decided there was nothing left to gain from his daughter.


  Even the knights and soldiers who had once come looking for Cesare stopped appearing. It was as though they had ceased to exist. Cesare thought the knights, at least, might have come, but he did not pry into it deeply.


  Because he liked the feeling that only he and Eileen were left in the world. It was a happiness like an eternal dream.


  When he opened his eyes, Eileen was there. If she said she would make sandwiches, he sliced the bread; when the meal was over, he took care of cleaning up.


  Sometimes the two would sit together beneath the orange tree in the garden, chatting idly until they drifted into a nap. They would wake, yawn lazily, tend to the housework, and prepare an early dinner.


  At times Cesare played the piano for her. He had emptied the room once used by Baron Elrod and brought in a grand piano. It was an instrument made by the finest artisan with the most precious materials, a thing far too splendid for the modest brick house.


  It belonged in the opulent imperial palace or the ducal manor, but Cesare believed it should be here, in the brick house, because Eileen’s eyes shone in wonder whenever she watched him play.


  At night, without fail, they came together. Eileen grew more responsive with each passing day, and Cesare gladly gave her more pleasure than she asked for.


  But the heir she wanted did not come easily. Sometimes she cried from the disappointment. Cesare comforted her, but inside he felt nothing at all.


  He saw no reason his bloodline needed to continue. In truth, he wished the present moment, when he and Eileen existed alone in the world, could last forever. No matter whose flesh and blood it was, he did not want any outside presence intruding.


  Still, because Eileen wished it, he went along. If it made his wife happy, Cesare would do it willingly.


  On one of those peaceful days, Cesare was in the library of the brick house, rearranging books. As he shifted them to a new order, something fell with a soft thud.


  “…”


  A strange sense of déjà vu touched him, though he could not say what it was. Slowly, he turned his head toward the sound.


  A book had fallen. He read the title on its spine, it was about plants. Long ago, when Eileen had been a child, he had given it to her as a gift.


  She had loved plants from a young age, devouring every book she could find on them. Cesare had always bought her the latest volumes to give as presents.


  When she finished reading, she would come to him and tell him all about what she had learned and how she felt about it. Her cheerful voice had pleased him, and so he had enjoyed giving her books.


  His crimson eyes narrowed faintly. A question formed in his mind.


  Since they had come to live in this brick house, had Eileen ever spoken to him about plants?


  At some point she had stopped talking about the subject she had loved so much. She spent all day with Cesare, talking only of daily matters.


  As though Cesare was the only thing in her world.


  That had pleased him. He had been content in the knowledge that they existed only for each other. It had been true happiness. And yet… he could not shake the feeling he had forgotten something.


  Cesare picked up the fallen book. He meant to put it back, but for some reason he did not. Instead he left the library holding it in his hand.


  As he stepped out, he met Eileen coming up the stairs. He held the book out to her.


  “It’s been a while since you’ve seen this one.”


  She widened her eyes and took it from him. Seeing the title, she laughed.


  “You gave me this when I was eleven.”


  “It’s been a long time since I gave you a book.”


  “It’s all right.”


  She shook her head lightly, then smiled shyly and said brightly,


  “I only need you, Cesare.”


  Looking into those gold-green eyes, another question came to him. When had she stopped wearing glasses, stopped letting her bangs fall over her eyes?


  Perhaps it had been after their first night together. From then on, she had slowly changed into the form Cesare liked best.


  Holding her gaze for a moment, Cesare glanced out the window. Beyond the gently swaying orange tree was the garden gate. Past it stretched a long, quiet road with no sign of a passerby.


  He tried to remember the last time he had gone beyond that gate. Nothing came to mind, his memory was blank.


  In the brick house, food and other necessities were always replenished on their own. The seasons were endlessly mild. No illness or accidents occurred. All Cesare needed to do was enjoy the comfortable peace with Eileen. Like a dream.


  “Cesare?”


  She tilted her head at his silent gaze.


  “Eileen…”


  He spoke her name softly and drew her into his arms. She felt so real, warm flesh, soft skin, sparkling eyes. A beautiful little doll.


  But Cesare knew the Eileen who loved plants, who would spend hours studying a rare specimen, who wanted to research every plant in the world.


  He knew the Eileen who had cried every night from loneliness at Palerchia University, yet fought to graduate at the top of her class.


  He knew the Eileen who, in the shabby inn, sold medicine with a sense of responsibility toward every customer, making each remedy with all her skill.


  Tick, tick, the sound of a watch’s hands clung to him. Cesare smiled faintly, bitterly, as he remembered a sound long forgotten. Thoughts too many to count pressed on him.


  Would he be happy if he left this place? Perhaps the trials would only repeat again. Even if this was the end of the trials, could he trust the god to keep the bargain?


  Compared to an uncertain reality, this illusion was sweet indeed. It was a perfect paradise, perfect for Cesare.


  But it was not a place for Eileen.


  If he had not known her life, if he had not known every step from their first meeting when she was ten until she reached adulthood, perhaps he might have hesitated longer.


  But Cesare knew it all. And so he could only choose reality. What he truly wanted was not a doll made for him, but Eileen herself.


  That day it rained. Heavy clouds hung low, smothering the sky, and sheets of rain poured down.


  Cesare played the piano all day to soothe Eileen, who feared thunder. Then they went to bed early, with her clinging close and refusing to let go.


  The lamplight flickered briefly. In a room with no wind, the trembling flame was out of place.


  Just as Cesare narrowed his eyes slightly, Eileen lifted her head from his chest. His eyes widened, she was crying.


  “Cesare…”


  Her face was drenched with tears as she pleaded in a cracked voice.


  “Please… kill me.”


  


  ❈──•✧•𝐑𝐞𝐚𝐝 𝐅𝐨𝐫 𝐅𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐚𝐭 𝐌𝐨𝐨𝐧𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐝•✧•──❈




  Chapter 190


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Though he had resolved to kill the illusory Eileen, Cesare could not bring himself to do it easily. He tried again and again, yet each time he found his hand loosening from her throat.


  Perhaps Eileen had sensed something strange in his behavior. There could be no other reason for her to suddenly say such a thing.


  Outside the window, the rain fell in torrents. In this dream where the weather had always been mild, such a storm was unprecedented. The rain poured down without restraint, shaking everything in its path, so fierce that no one in the world could escape it.


  Listening to the pounding rain, Cesare looked at Eileen. Eileen, in turn, looked at him. Their eyes, so starkly different in color, met and held for a long time.


  Tears like crystal beads rolled endlessly from her glistening eyes, and watching her cry, Cesare found he could do nothing.


  “…How can I kill you?”


  The words slipped from him unbidden, both truth and lie at once. For he had killed Eileen countless times already. He had broken the neck of the girl who had shone with absolute trust in him more than once with his own hands.


  For some reason, her sobbing only grew more violent. Cesare exhaled slowly and pulled her into his arms. When she had been younger, he had known well how to soothe her; but the older she grew, the harder it became to still her tears.


  When she had been a simple child whose world was filled with only the prince, her plants, and her parents, she had been easier to read. The grown Eileen was more complex. Even after watching her all his life, Cesare still found her an unfathomable existence, just as he himself must be to her.


  “Cesare…”


  Her small hand gripped his wrist. A touch so light it could have been shaken off without the least effort, yet Cesare could not move, as if bound in chains.


  Her hand pressed his own, the one resting on her neck, down against her throat. With no strength in her fingers, she wept and wept. Her pleading whisper seeped through the sound of the rain into him.


  “I want to see you.”


  It was a strange thing to say when he was right before her eyes. Yet Cesare did not ask why, he only answered honestly.


  “I want to see you too, Eileen.”


  Now, he could no longer be content with a presence in a dream. He wanted to see her, the girl he had first met in the lily fields, whom he had hidden within his walls and raised with tender care. He wanted to see the woman she would have grown into, the future she would have reached had he not broken her.


  The future of Eileen unbowed by him…


  Instead of choking her, Cesare slowly caressed her tear-damp cheek. Eileen accepted his touch and closed her eyes, then opened them again to meet his gaze.


  “I love you.”


  The words fell suddenly, without warning, catching him completely off guard. At the sound of them, Cesare held his breath; for an instant, it felt as if time itself had stopped.


  He had never heard those words from her before.


  Even in the diary where she had poured out her most intimate thoughts, she had never dared to write that she loved him.


  In all the countless hours they had spent together shut away in the brick house, she had never given him such a complete confession.


  It had not mattered. Her gold-green eyes, always alight with affection and trust, had spoken for her abundantly. Cesare had believed he had no need to hear the words aloud. Yet to hear them was an entirely different thing.


  Eileen pressed his hand to her throat again, and repeated the words over and over.


  “I love you, Cesare. I love you…”


  Crying as though to wash away all the times she had not said it, she confessed again and again. In that moment, Cesare knew instinctively, it was time to leave this dream. This might be his last chance.


  The Eileen of this dream also knew how to send him back to reality. Even knowing her death was the way, she offered her life without hesitation for his sake.


  The image of Eileen mounting the guillotine overlapped in his mind, the girl who had faced any fear and terror for him.


  Cesare felt as if his chest were being crushed, as if his own throat were being squeezed so tightly he could not breathe. Still, he opened his lips.


  “…Me too.”


  He knew it was a lie bordering on deception, but he spoke it nonetheless.


  “I love you too, Eileen.”


  Even with tears filling her eyes, she smiled as brightly as ever. She smiled at him as she had in her earliest days, before she knew anything, and kissed him first.


  Her tear-wet lips pressed lightly to his, then withdrew. She looked at him one last time, gazing into his eyes for a long while before closing her own.


  It was only then that Cesare realized he was trembling, as though committing murder for the first time. His hand, faintly twitching, closed around her pale throat.


  The longer it took, the greater the pain became. So it had to end in a single moment. At last he gripped hard, and the terrible sensation ran through his palm.


  Cesare killed Eileen for the seventh time.


  The feeling of life leaving her small body was cruelly vivid. A moment ago she had been alive, filled with will, and now she hung limp like a broken doll.


  Cesare slowly loosened his grip and called her name.


  “Eileen.”


  No answer came. Rain drummed against the window. Surrounded by the noise, Cesare held her quietly in his arms. A sudden flash lit the dim room, and thunder roared like an explosion.


  At the sound, a strange thought crossed his mind, that perhaps this was reality. Not a dream, not an illusion.


  He rose, clutching the cooling body to him, and staggered forward. On the stairs he nearly missed his step several times, but he could not let her fall, and so he forced himself to keep his footing.


  Thunder crashed again. Cesare pressed Eileen’s face to his chest and whispered that it was all right. He kissed her round forehead and smoothed her disheveled hair.


  In the room with the piano, he carefully sat her in the bench seat, holding her upright as she began to slump. Then he sat down himself, laying her head in his lap. Just as he had done for her when she was a child, he gave her his knee as a pillow and began to play.


  It was a performance for Eileen. She had always feared thunder; he hoped the piano might hide some of its sound.


  But strangely, the keys did not press properly. His fingers slipped, the pedals came too late. He made mistakes he had never made, not even as a beginner.


  The tangled notes stopped abruptly. Raindrops were falling. Had the rain at last forced its way into the house? Droplets pattered on his hands, dampening the piano keys.


  Feeling the wetness seeping in, Cesare kept playing. The song was broken and incomplete, but it muffled the thunder just enough.


  The world began to collapse. The brick house dissolved into shards of light, crumbling like old paper.


  The bedroom where they had spent the night, the kitchen where they had shared meals, the orange tree in the garden where they had napped in the shade, all of it scattered into nothing.


  In that moment of total disintegration, Cesare kept playing, waiting for the rain to stop falling.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 191


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Before he knew it, Cesare was standing alone in the darkness. He stood still, gazing into the black void. Then, moving slowly, he slipped his hand into his pocket. His fingertips brushed against a small, round pocket watch whose existence he had nearly forgotten.


  He took out the broken platinum pocket watch and checked the time. The hands pointed to the number seven. While confirming the number, Cesare quietly released his grip. Instead of falling, the watch remained suspended in the air, then soon turned into light and vanished.


  Shards of light scattered, and the space once filled only with black began to change. The darkness was now brimming with pure white lilies.


  The thick fragrance rising from the endless lily field choked his breath. The moisture-laden petals were fresh and vibrant. Looking down at the lilies, Cesare muttered in a low voice.


  “…Is it over?”


  His voice was carried away by the wind that stirred the lilies. No answer came, yet Cesare knew. His wish had been granted, and now it was time for God to collect the price.


  The gentle breeze that had seemed to wrap around the flower field gradually grew stronger. The flowers, which had been bowing quietly, began to sway in the wind that felt as though it would bring a storm. The fragrance, too, spread more thickly in the air, saturating the surroundings.


  Cesare clenched his fist. The veins on the back of his hand bulged, and his nails dug into his palm. Yet such pain could not erase the sensation left in his hand. In truth, it was a feeling he would never forget, no matter what.


  In eyes red as blood, white petals were reflected. The unbeliever prayed to the being he did not believe in.


  “Bring Eileen Elrod back to life.”


  After offering seven trials, he asked God for a single wish. A wind like a raging storm shook the lily field. Soon, the field shattered, and Cesare fell. He sank endlessly into the abyss, tangled among hundreds, thousands of flowers.


  And then he heard the voice of God.


  “Cesare Traon Carl Erzet.”


  The moment when a human touches God is truly strange. A chilling sensation, impossible to describe, churned in his gut.


  God’s voice was without form. It delivered meaning as if carved into his flesh with a knife. Each syllable burned like fire, searing his skin.


  Cesare was an unbeliever who wished to fulfill his desire by offering up the human God loved as a sacrifice. The seven trials were also an expression of God’s wrath toward him.


  Even so, he had overcome every trial, and thus God had no choice but to grant his wish. Such was the law that had existed since the beginning.


  But God and man were not equals, nor could they be trading partners on equal terms. Therefore, in exchange for granting a single wish, God demanded a price far greater.


  The price for saving one life was another life.


  At God’s demand, Cesare smiled. Eileen had died for him seven times. There was no reason he could not pay the price of a single death. In truth, was it not a bargain?


  Eileen would never want his sacrifice. She would find it abhorrent. For her, dying for Cesare was only natural, but the reverse was something she could never imagine.


  Yet knowing she would not want it, Cesare still chose to sacrifice himself to bring her back. Thinking of Eileen ascending the scaffold, he gladly answered,


  “Willingly.”


  The moment the unequal bargain was struck, Cesare felt his body and soul become bound.


  His body, fixed in a rift in time, would no longer suffer from any disease or poison. Even if injured, he would return to that fixed point in time.


  Cesare had given himself to gain the chance to bring Eileen back.


  But unlike the myths, a happy ending was not in store. Cesare had to die. After reviving Eileen, he was granted only a small amount of time by God.


  That was enough. Enough to revive her and build a safe haven so she could live on her own.


  Watching the exultant unbeliever, God did not hide His anger. Yet the bargain had been struck, and there was no longer any pretext to give the man more trials.


  All that was left was to watch until Cesare’s time ran out.


  The lilies that had wrapped around him vanished swiftly. As darkness covered his eyes, his consciousness was severed, and then he came to.


  Cesare took in the new world before him. An old man knelt before him, surrounded by his knights and armed soldiers.


  He stared quietly at the kneeling man’s face for some time, observing him to decide whether this was an illusion or reality.


  His mind, long muddled as though trapped in a dream, slowly began to accept reality. After taking the time to observe, Cesare finally realized what moment he had returned to.


  “Seven years ago.”


  God had sent him back seven years into the past.


  Cesare closed his eyes slowly, then opened them. This was reality, the world where Eileen existed. Once he fully realized it, he could not contain the surge of emotion. Laughter burst out of him like a fit. After laughing madly, he let out a languid sigh.


  “At last, I’ve returned.”


  Without hesitation, Cesare drew his sword and severed King Kalpen’s head. Watching the fountain of blood gush from the severed neck, Cesare smiled with delight.


  It was the reality he had reclaimed after long, bitter years.


  He had to create a world for Eileen, one where she could live in serene peace, even without him.


  There was much to be done. The tasks would be tight to finish before his time ran out. Starting with the king’s death, Cesare began rooting out the spies within Traon who had aided the king in sending Eileen to the scaffold.


  As he compiled a death list, he also sent soldiers to Fioré Street to ruin the tavern where her head had once been displayed, wiping it out overnight.


  Having already lived through it once, dealing with the Kalpen Resistance was no difficulty. Cesare conquered Kalpen completely in short order and returned to the empire in triumph.


  But unlike before, he did not return directly to the capital. He stirred the council, demanding a triumphal arch to commemorate the victory of Grand Duke Erzet.


  He had three reasons for demanding the arch. The first was to clearly identify those who opposed the Grand Duke. The second was to leave something behind that would make Eileen think of him even after he was gone.


  The last reason… was that he wanted Eileen’s name in history. Unlike the past, when she had ended as a noblewoman executed on the scaffold, he wanted the Traon Empire, and the entire continent, to know her name.


  To build a stronger safe haven, he also began preparations to take her as the Grand Duchess of Erzet.


  Yet through all of this, Cesare did not go to see Eileen. Even knowing she existed in this world, he avoided confirming it and busied himself with other matters.


  He wanted to see her.


  If his resolve had slackened even slightly, he would have gone straight to the brick house where she waited. But Cesare endured, tormented nightly by a vicious nightmare in which he broke her neck with his own hands.


  He needed to be certain he was in the right state of mind. This was his first and last chance.


  It was his only chance, but if he could not distinguish illusion from reality and ended up harming her, he suspected God might have set yet another trial for him.


  Until he was sure that would not happen, he endured and endured again.


  And on the day the council approved the triumphal arch, Cesare went to see Eileen.


  Not to the brick house, but to the second floor of an old inn. He deliberately chose a time when she would be there. Meeting her at the brick house, he thought, might make it harder to restrain himself.


  The innkeeper, startled by the sudden arrival of soldiers, left the inn trembling, fearing he had committed some crime. In the now-empty inn, Cesare headed to the upstairs room Eileen used.


  The room was cluttered with research tools, books, and papers, the traces of her time. Taking it in piece by piece, Cesare moved toward the window.


  A flowerpot with poppies sat on the sill, lovingly cared for. The bright red petals resembled Cesare’s eyes. He reached out to caress a petal. At that moment, he sensed someone’s presence.


  Small footsteps entered the room, but Cesare did not turn. No, he could not turn. Only after an eternity-like instant did he finally turn to face her.


  “Eileen Elrod.”


  The one he had killed, and the one he had brought back. At last, it was the real Eileen.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  Chapter 192


  
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


  



  Cesare looked at Eileen with eyes both familiar and strange. He had lived through countless Eileens over what felt like an immeasurable span of time, yet the one before him was a completely different being.


  The Eileen of reality was far from the one in his dreams. Her hardened face bore no bright smile, but was shadowed with fear. Though she was glad for his return, she could not run into his arms. She merely hesitated and offered him a timid congratulation on his victory.


  To say it did not sadden him would have been a lie. He knew the Eileen who had once smiled without reserve and thrown herself into his embrace.


  But this was the real Eileen. The one he wished to protect, no matter what he had to sacrifice.


  Realizing he was searching for traces of the dream’s Eileen in her, he gave a self-mocking smile. Twisting his lips into a smirk, he stepped toward her.


  Like a hunter guiding a small creature into a trap, he used subtle words to steer her. The innocent girl reacted exactly as he had expected to each of his remarks, flinching and twitching like prey in front of a predator, as if he were about to draw a gun and execute a drug criminal on the spot.


  How could I kill you, Eileen?


  He muttered the contradiction to himself. Even as he looked at her frightened face, he did not step back.


  What he was about to do now would be an act forced upon her. Eileen would surely suffer. She would cry, and cry often.


  But Cesare was not seeking Eileen’s happiness.


  Imagining the girl crying in resentment, he reached out. He brushed back the stifling fringe that covered half her face and removed her glasses.


  Beautiful golden-green eyes were revealed in full. Brimming with light, the mysterious color shone with a depth beyond the word “enchanting,” like the eyes of a fairy. Cesare smiled as he gazed into the color he loved most.


  “I happen to be in need of a duchess.”


  He slowly lowered his head. Even as he watched her eyes widen with tension, he closed the distance.


  “Shall we marry?”


  There were no flowers or rings in this proposal. Instead of a floral scent, there was only the stench of blood. Eileen must have felt the inescapable weight of it. Like a small animal cornered, she lashed out desperately in protest.


  “I… I do not want to marry you, Your Grace.”


  Though trembling, she forced herself to speak her mind clearly.


  “You do not even like me. You only see me as a child.”


  “That’s right. You are my child.”


  There had been a time when she was his wife, but that was only in a dream. For the current Eileen, it was nothing more than a meaningless fantasy. Cesare stared at her, alive and breathing before him, and listened to her lips mumbling on in a small voice.


  “You will need an heir, and to have one, you would… have to do such things with me. But you cannot…”


  Unable to bear it any longer, Cesare seized her, giving in to the impulse that had been pressing at him for some time.


  The moment their lips met, a shiver shot through his body. The warmth that proved she was alive, the soft feel of living flesh, plunged him into a pleasure so intense it was almost painful.


  Right then, he wanted to go deeper than ever before. Though he had entered her countless times in dreams, he had never once entered her real body. He wanted to put himself inside her and confirm that she was alive.


  It was far from enough, but Cesare restrained himself to a deep kiss.


  “How is it?”


  He asked in a languid voice, not bothering to hide the desire in his eyes.


  “Have you confirmed it?”


  Eileen stared at him, dazed, unable to react, frozen in place. Never having experienced such contact before, she must have been utterly shocked. Yet instead of comforting her, Cesare only stroked her flushed cheek.


  His eyes fell upon the poppies swaying in the breeze. Looking from the crimson petals back to the girl in his hands, he thought…


  Now it begins. For Eileen alone.


  When she learned the truth, Cesare already knew how she would react. Eileen did not cry. She only stared at him blankly.


  Of course, he had never imagined she would be moved to tears by a confession of love, nor that she would respond in kind. Yet seeing her broken still brought him no joy.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  


  Her golden-green eyes, now empty, looked at him. In the dim tavern, the lights came on and a new performance began. Smooth music spread through the air.


  Perhaps because he had been lost in the past for a while, the music from below felt distant. Or perhaps it was because all his attention was fixed on the being before him.


  “Ce… Cesare…”


  Eileen’s lips parted. She seemed to have something to say, yet her voice would not come. After several tries, she finally whispered in a dry, rasping tone,


  “Why… do you love me…?”


  It was a question even Cesare could not answer. When he had offered up countless lives as burnt sacrifices, when in dreams he had killed himself and killed Eileen, he had not known what love was.


  If it had not been for the confession the dream’s Eileen had given him at the very end, he might never have known.


  “I love you.”


  Because he had heard those words, he had come to realize that all he had felt and done had been love.


  But his love was not the same as the kind he had heard of and seen in the world.


  If he had truly wished for her happiness, there were quieter ways to die. He could have kept all his secrets to himself and met a natural or accidental death, sparing her from much of the pain she now felt.


  But he had not done that. It was not only because he knew that clever Eileen would eventually uncover the truth.


  His choice, in the end, had been born of selfishness. Cesare wanted to leave a deep wound in her, an unhealable scar.


  He wanted to make sure he would never disappear from her mind, that she would never give her heart to anyone else. He wanted all of her heart to belong to him alone, even in death.


  “Because you appeared before me.”


  That was the only reason for love he knew. On that day in the lily field, Cesare had been the one chosen.


  Eileen could not speak further and swayed where she stood. After breathing in smoke in the hallway for so long, and now having gone through such intense emotions, she could no longer stand.


  Cesare caught her as she collapsed. Weakly, she pushed at him with her hands.


  “No…”


  Breathing slowly in and out as if dizzy, she moved her lips.


  “I… have to die… Cesare… please…”


  Ignoring her refusal, he kissed her. Touching her still-warm body, not yet cold and stiff, he confirmed her life.


  Eileen shook her head violently, even through the dizziness brought on by the smoke, and pushed him away.


  “No… if… if I die now…”


  “There is no going back now.”


  Her broken gaze looked up at him in despair. Staring into the shattered golden-green fragments, Cesare pressed his lips to her neck, the place he had taken her life so many times before. He licked it softly, as if belatedly tending to a wound.


  Her body trembled faintly. Soon, a wet sensation lingered on his lips. She had finally begun to cry. This time, he had no idea how to comfort her. Perhaps he never would.


  But it was too late to undo anything. Instead of coaxing her, Cesare kissed her deeply again and gave his command.


  “Live, Eileen.”


  It was the only wish he had.


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈




  

    Episode 193


    
───── ◆◆◆ ─────


    



  


  

    During her years at Palerchia University, Eileen Elrod was acquainted with sorrow in its deepest form. While she found great joy in the boundless knowledge available to her, the cost of that knowledge was a bitter and relentless pain.


    Within those hallowed halls, Eileen was a singular figure, a lone star in a sky full of constellations that wanted nothing to do with her. She had been admitted at an unusually young age, her position secured by a letter of recommendation from the Prince himself. With her large spectacles and a veil of dark hair that hid her features, she was a quiet, withdrawn creature. Her shy nature ensured she found no favor with her fellow students. She was an anomaly, a source of quiet gossip and ill will, a girl forever on the outside looking in.


    But it was not just the students who cast a shadow of jealousy and contempt upon her. The professors of Palerchia also held her to an impossibly high standard, scrutinizing her every word and action. They tested her constantly, seeking to uncover a flaw, a weakness that would prove the Prince’s judgment was wrong. Every day was a perilous journey, a walk upon a field of thorns. There were times when the urge to abandon it all was almost unbearable, yet the more she felt this despair, the more fiercely she clung to her studies.


    She could not, would not, allow her failure to reflect poorly on the Prince. This was a university she had entered on his good name, and she refused to give anyone the satisfaction of saying his recommendation had been ill-advised.


    Each night, tears would silently stream down her face, yet every letter she penned to Cesare was a beautiful lie, a testament to her invented joy. She wrote of days filled with laughter and enlightenment, of the endless gratitude she felt for his divine grace.


    And yet, it was not as though every moment was an agony. There were small, true moments of happiness. But Eileen chose to hide her young, weak, and desperately ugly self, presenting only the image of a poised and intelligent woman. It was a lie she told to herself as much as to him, born of a desperate desire to please the man she loved and a fierce ambition to one day be worthy of assisting him.


    Even as she wove this flimsy web of deceit, a steadfast belief held her heart captive: that Cesare would never lie to her. A lie was a tool for the weak, a shield to hide one’s flaws or a sword to wound others. Cesare had no flaws to hide from her, and he was not a man who would ever seek to harm her. Eileen’s faith in him was absolute. If he had pointed to the earth and declared it the sky, she would have believed him without a single doubt.


    But Cesare had told a life-threatening lie. And the reason for his imminent death was her.


    Eileen could not, would not, accept this terrible truth. Her heart could not comprehend the weight of it. The pain was beyond any words, a crushing agony that no language could describe.


    She wanted to die.


    From the moment the truth dawned upon her, that he was dying for her sake, she had not wished to live another moment. If only she could trade places with him, she would do so in an instant. She would accept a swift death on the guillotine or endure a more agonizing, prolonged end. Anything to spare him.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  “Eileen.”


  She felt a presence enter the chamber, but she did not turn from the window. She remained curled on the massive bed, her gaze fixed stubbornly on the world outside, refusing to acknowledge him.


  A large hand cupped her chin, gently but firmly, forcing her head to turn. Her tear-filled eyes met with his crimson gaze. She swallowed the fresh wave of tears and lowered her sight. Cesare’s brow furrowed as he looked upon the untouched bowl of congee beside the bed.


  “You’ve not touched a bite.”


  “……”


  “You must eat, my love.”


  His voice was a soft caress, a gentle plea as if coaxing a frightened child. He leaned closer, his long eyes curving into a thin smile.


  “Must I feed you myself?”


  He scooped a spoonful of the thin congee and put it to his own lips. Then he leaned in, pressing his mouth against hers, forcing her lips apart. Eileen wanted to resist, to turn away from the intimacy, but her body had no will to do so. She opened her mouth and his tongue intruded, pushing the spoonful of congee down her throat. Cesare let out a low, pleased chuckle as he watched her throat bob, the movement so subtle she might not even have noticed it herself. He emptied the entire bowl, feeding her in this manner, his lips never leaving hers.


  When she began to sob again after the meal was finally finished, he kissed her tear-drenched cheek.


  “Stop crying.”


  He whispered the command, the words harsh and yet so full of tenderness.


  “We have so little time.”


  The tears only fell faster, larger now. Eileen choked on a sob and threw her arms around him, her trembling fingers gripping his skin, trying to hold on to the very fabric of his being. A faint, metallic clang echoed in the stillness of the room, a sound from the silver chain that bound her. Clink.


  Cesare returned her desperate embrace. His lips found the soft skin of her neck, and with each kiss, he peeled away the thin silk of her sleeping gown. As the fabric fell away, her pale skin was revealed, a stark contrast to the dark cloth. It was mottled with his marks—all of them love bites, each a testament to his possession. She flinched as she saw them, and the chain on her ankle rattled. The shackle, lined with soft fur to protect her skin, was a constant, physical reminder of her captivity.


  He slipped a finger between the shackle and her ankle, ensuring the soft lining was still intact. A small, ragged whimper escaped her lips.


  “My lord, Cesare…”


  “Yes, Eileen.”


  He answered her tearful plea with a low murmur, his lips moving down her chest. He could feel the desperate, frantic pulse of her heart beating beneath her left breast. His tongue licked her nipple, and a pleasurable thrumming surged through her. A familiar pleasure bloomed in Eileen’s body, rising from the pit of her stomach, following the trail of his lips. She trembled and clung to him even more fiercely, burying her face in his chest.


  How many days had it been? Her sense of time had been shattered. She could think of nothing, her mind a blank slate since Cesare had taken her from Fiore’s tavern.


  “Live, Eileen.”


  His command had been the last thing she remembered before a sudden darkness took her. She awoke to find herself in his bedchamber, the shackle on her ankle a constant, cold weight. It was his prison, a chain that ensured she could not escape the confines of his room. The days bled into one another, a cycle of fainting and waking. She had no desire to eat, but he forced her, each meal an act of will, a show of his power over her very existence.


  And after he fed her, he would kiss her body from head to toe. His lips would move over her face, her hair, her neck, her armpits, even her private parts and the very tips of her toes.


  She could not push him away. A terrible resentment festered in her heart, but every time she remembered how little time they had left together, a suffocating grief would rise, and her tears would fall anew. She only wanted to feel him, to breathe him in, to have him in her arms. She could only truly feel alive when she was with him, when she felt the warmth of his body.


  “Hold me…”


  She asked for him, desperate for the intimacy of their entwined bodies. To be without him felt like a meaningless existence, a life she would throw away after he had already paid the ultimate price to save it.


  Each time she asked, Cesare’s clear crimson eyes would meet hers. It was as if he knew the reason for her desire, for he was consumed by the same need. They intertwined their bodies not out of lust, but as a desperate means of confirming that the other was truly alive. In those moments, when their hot skin touched, their minds were empty of everything but the present.


  Cesare’s lips, which had been gently licking her chest, moved down, and Eileen’s back arched as she lay upon the bed. He slid his hand beneath her waist, deepening the arch, and his tongue dipped into the hollow of her navel.


  A moan escaped her, lost in her ragged sobs. She twisted her body in a soft groan. He left a faint bite mark beside her navel, then spread her legs. The space between her thighs was already a canvas of mottled bruises and love bites. The flesh was flushed with a soft, sensitive red from their constant coupling.


  He kissed a bite mark he had left the previous night and then, with a slow precision, moved his tongue to her clitoris.


  “Ah, ah…!”


  His rough teeth scraped against her swollen, sensitive flesh. A shiver ran through her, raising goosebumps on her skin. A sharp tingle shot through her tailbone. She instinctively closed her legs, but his low, commanding voice made her relax her muscles.


  “You have to open them.”


  A faint smile touched his lips as her legs slowly parted for him. He moved down, kissing her round knees as if they were a treasured prize, before bringing his tongue back to her. He licked her, his touch a careful, methodical rhythm.
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    His soft flesh moved to and fro, his tongue an unerring instrument of his will as it began its long, searching exploration of her vulva. It found her clitoris, coaxing it to swell and protrude like a budding blossom, before plunging its warmth deep into her vaginal entrance, where the sticky, wet secretions had begun to pool in earnest. 
   


     A wet, smacking sound echoed around them, the only sound to fill the room as his tongue probed the soft, moist flesh. He did not relent until the parched grotto of her body was slick and drenched, only then withdrawing his tongue and replacing it with his long fingers. With ruthless purpose, his hand delved deep inside her, his fingers probing the tight, constricting muscles. He worked at her from within while his lips returned to her clitoris and his thumb rubbed the soft, swollen membrane below.


    “Hng, hnn, hah!”


    Her hips arched high off the bed, a sob-laced cry escaping her throat as she convulsed, her inner muscles clenching around his hand. In a swift motion, Cesare inserted two more fingers, the tight space accommodating him reluctantly. With his touch rousing her to a frenzied chaos from within, Eileen found her climax, her fingers pressing into her own flesh.


    “Hnn…!”


    A gush of hot fluid poured from her body, a torrent she could not contain. Her body, so sensitized by the countless encounters of the past few days, felt even the smallest of sensations, a heightened state of awareness she would normally never know. The soft, wet sound of his fingers slipping from her body caused her to shudder again. His hand, now dripping with her fluids, glistened in the soft light of the room. Cesare lifted it to his mouth, licking his fingers clean as he looked down at her.


    Eileen bit down hard on her lip, but the tears came again, streaming down her cheeks. He leaned in and, with a casual elegance, licked them away. She flinched, turning her face to the side as he lightly pecked her cheek.


    “You refuse my kiss?” he asked, his voice languid.


    “I… I do not want to…” she whispered, the tears still falling like droplets of rain.


    But her answer was meaningless. Cesare pressed his lips to hers despite her refusal, and in the same broken, desperate manner, Eileen accepted them without protest. His teeth caught her lower lip, his kiss rough, almost violent, as his tongue plunged into her mouth. She barely managed to breathe, not knowing if she should exhale or inhale. Throughout the kiss, Cesare’s crimson eyes remained fixed on her face, seeking to capture every detail. They were not the eyes of the man she had known—the perfect, arrogant hero of the Traon Empire and Archduke of Erzet. No, these were the eyes of a different man, a man who revealed his deepest wounds without a hint of shame.


    Eileen still could not believe it. She could not comprehend his love, nor the present reality. Her feelings for him were a natural, living thing, but she had never dared to dream that he could feel the same. And yet, he was dying because of her. The weight of the truth was too heavy, a crushing blow from which she could not recover. She only wished she could deny everything, to turn back time. She wanted to return to a moment before he had chosen to abandon himself for her.


    “Hng!”


    Her thoughts were suddenly cut short as his heavy member pressed against her vulva. He buried only the swollen head of his shaft into the soft, red crevice, smearing himself with her wet fluids before pulling back. Then, with a slow, deliberate movement of his hand, he stroked his length, causing it to swell and grow in size. His shaft, glistening with his pre-ejaculatory fluid and the wet sheen of her body, took on a thick, dark shape as his hand worked it. The thick pillar of flesh with its bulging veins was unbelievably lewd, yet somehow shaped perfectly for its owner.


    He looked down at her, pleasuring himself for a long moment before thrusting his entire length inside her in one swift motion. A gasp escaped Eileen, her back arching off the bed. Her inner chamber stretched to the point of being overwhelmed. The sheer volume of him filled her belly. Though it was a difficult fit, her insides, already loosened by their previous encounters, accepted him, however tightly.


    He groaned, burying his length deep inside her. A feverish gleam entered his eyes as he looked down at her, and a wry smile touched his lips.


    “Still you cannot surrender.”


    He placed his hands on either side of her head and began to move his hips in a slow, grinding rhythm. A heavy, rhythmic sound echoed with each thrust as the muscles from his thighs to his buttocks rippled beneath his skin. He plunged into her until he touched her cervix, then pulled out again, a low voice whispering in her ear.


    “There is no turning back, Eileen.”


    She writhed, her body convulsing with each deep thrust. Her already fevered body awakened to pleasure too quickly, too easily. Her vision flickered as the blunt head of his member rubbed against her most sensitive spot. In her daze, she flailed, her hands searching for something to grasp, and found only the hard, firm flesh of his forearm. She clung to him, sobbing and groaning. Cesare’s smile deepened as she cried out in a moan filled with pleasure.


    “Or… are you also going to perform a sacrifice for the gods? Will you offer up dozens, hundreds of lives as a tribute to save me?”


    Eileen’s twisting body went still. Her legs, which had been awkwardly bent, stretched out straight. The silver chains on her ankles clattered as she straightened her toes, her lithe belly tightening sharply, biting down on the intruder buried deep inside her.


    “Hng, hah…!”


    A raw, guttural moan, no different from an animal’s, escaped her lips as pleasure made her entire body shudder. Cesare did not relent, continuing to stir her body as she convulsed. Eileen gasped sharply, her body writhing beneath his.


    “Ah, hng, ah!”


    His pace only grew more violent, as if to make her unable to think. He pressed down hard on her thighs to lift her buttocks, thrusting down from above. With her back arched, Eileen helplessly reached her climax again.


    “Hah!”


    She shrieked, her body curling into a tight ball. Saliva dribbled from her lips, but she did not even notice it. Her mind had slipped away.


    Cesare’s face contorted as he groaned. His hips thrust upward briefly before his body went stiff. His member swelled, and he ejaculated. Thick, hot semen soaked her sensitive flesh. Throughout his release, Cesare’s gaze was fixed on Eileen. He captured in his eyes the moment reason fled her golden-green gaze.


    When his long ejaculation was complete, he let out a wet, ragged breath. He roughly pulled his member out of her trembling body, and her inner chamber, rubbed raw by his swollen, veined shaft, convulsed in another helpless climax. A torrent of fluid splashed from her as she stared up at him, her face flushed and her lips parted.


    “Hah, hah…!”


    She could not even manage a proper moan, only a pathetic, messy shudder. Eileen’s legs, which had been stretched straight, fell limply down, but her feet did not touch the bed. Cesare was still pressing down on her thighs. She breathed heavily, her brain feeling as though it were breaking from the excessive pleasure. If she experienced one more climax, she might truly become an idiot.


    As Cesare thrust his member into her again, a surge of fear made her instinctively push away. She crawled across the bed, her legs dragging behind her. Cesare watched her vulva, now pale and slick with his seed, and the semen flowing down her thighs. He scrutinized every detail, even her reddened buttocks. When she had moved only a short distance, he grabbed the chain lying on the bed.


    Eileen fell forward, pulled along by the chain. He caught her from behind, pulling her into his embrace. He gently pressed his lips to her ear.


    “Where are you going? You said you wanted me to hold you.”


    He fondled her breasts, flicking her nipples with his fingers. She shuddered at the sudden sensation, which bubbled up from deep inside her. He ran his thumbs over her breasts, and she struggled to hold up her drooping body, sobbing all the while.


    “Hng, just a little later… please, not now, hnn…”


    But Cesare only lowered his hand. He rubbed her swollen clitoris, which was as plump as her nipples, with his wet fingers.


    “Not now?” he asked.


    “I am too… too sensitive right now,” she whispered, her voice barely a murmur.


    She slowly turned her head back to him, as if he had commanded it. He waited, his lips pressing against hers. He quietly sucked on her lips, then licked the roof of her mouth with his tongue. In a stark contrast to the lewd act of his now-hardened member rubbing against her thigh, the kiss was gentle and slow. When their lips parted, she slowly opened her eyes. She bit the inside of her mouth hard, forcing herself to feel the pain, to remind herself that this was not a dream.


    “Cesare…”


    He stared at her, waiting, even though he knew the words that would follow were not what he wished to hear.


    “I will save you, Cesare. I swear it… somehow…”


    “No, Eileen.”


    His lips twisted into a cruel, twisted smile as he gave his declaration.


    “You must do nothing at all.”
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    He knew his words would hurt her. He had expected to see her wince, perhaps to see resentment flash in her eyes. But he was met with nothing of the sort. The tear-filled, gold-green eyes did not waver in shock. Instead, they held firm, fixed upon him with an unwavering resolve.


    “Even if you say that… I won’t give up.”


    She looked like a small, stubborn sprout that would never be broken, no matter how much it was slashed or trampled. Eileen spoke with her full, trembling lips, “You were the one who raised me to be this way, Cesare…”


    A hollow laugh burst from his chest, and his hand tightened, his fingers digging into the soft flesh of her breast. He plunged his member into her in one brutal thrust.


    “Haa!”


    Eileen let out a sharp cry, her hips lifting off the bed as her breasts were pressed against the sheets. Cesare spread her legs with his thighs and began to move within her, a ferocious, unrestrained rhythm. He thrust wildly, pinching her breasts hard, and with each squeeze, her vulva would clench around him in a tight, desperate spasm. As if their nerves were connected, he deliberately tormented her, his movements within her becoming even more rough.


    “Hng, ugh, Cesare…!”


    Eileen trembled all over as she cried out his name. He pressed his weight down upon her small body, silencing her cries with his incessant, deep strokes. He knew. She could say she would save him, but there was nothing Eileen could do. The girl he had raised was too kind, her nature too gentle to ever bring harm to another. Her slender body was not meant to take a life.


    There was no chance that Eileen could bloody her hands to offer a sacrifice to the gods. And even if a miracle occurred and she somehow managed it, there was no way to save him. The deals had already been struck. Cesare, too, had harbored the same futile hope as Eileen. He had wanted to continue living with her, to defy the price the gods had demanded. How could he not? With this returned time, he had a second chance with Eileen. His desire to watch her future unfold—a future where she was his Duchess and a renowned pharmacist—was more than earnest. He had tried to block the gods’ intervention, but they sent him a warning by destroying the Hall of Gods. It was a clear, terrible message: if he did not pay the price, Eileen would not live to see another day.


    When he saw the ruins of the collapsed Hall of Gods, Cesare abandoned his desire for life. He was fully prepared for his end. Even he, the great Archduke Erzet, a man of power and privilege, had to follow the fate the gods had ordained. And so, Eileen could not save him. She would not be able to defy the gods.


    Why was it? Looking at her unwavering gold-green eyes, Cesare wanted to believe her words. The thought that this small, delicate woman could stand against the gods and save him felt as if it could truly come to pass. Even though he knew it could not. Futile delusions were the most distant, unbidden thoughts in Cesare’s mind. He was a man who preferred logic and clarity. But when he was with Eileen, he could not stop himself from holding on to a foolish hope.


    Just as Eileen had once believed that he, her Prince, her Archduke, would save her from any situation.


    To hide his own weakness, Cesare blurred her eyes with pleasure.


    “Hic, sob, ugh, ah…!”


    Eileen’s climax was a violent, relentless thing. Her inner muscles clenched around him, squeezing him in waves. A tingling sensation shot through the root of his member, and a vein popped out on his hardened, flat abdomen. He groaned, burying himself even deeper within her. Even though his glans was pressed against her cervix, with nowhere else to go, he continued to thrust.


    Eileen’s chest turned a deep red, and her whole body trembled. She was in a terrible agony, a state of unbearable pleasure, as he continued to thrust into her while she was in the throes of climax.


    Thrashing in the throes of excessive pleasure, her body was slammed against the bed by his thrusts. Her legs remained wide open, and though she tried to close them, he would not let her, so she could only rub her thighs together in a helpless motion. Cesare moved as he pleased, mercilessly digging into her flattened body. Her trembling fingers clawed at the bedsheets, her pink fingertips gripping so hard they turned white. A sudden tremor ran through her body, and she shook her head wildly from side to side.


    “N-no, no!”


    He knew exactly why she was begging him to stop. After all they had been through, she was still embarrassed. Cesare lowered his hand, which had been caressing her breast, and groped her vulva. His fingertip caught on her clitoris, which was swollen and protruding. He pressed down hard, his member still striking her cervix, and Eileen cried out, her entire body going stiff. She tried to endure it, but her resistance was meaningless. He licked her wet cheek and whispered.


    “It’s okay… you should come soon.”


    As if trying to coax her, he stroked her with his hand and whispered that it was okay to come. Eileen’s body finally surrendered. Her fingers, which had been clutching the sheets, loosened their grip, and her legs opened wide. A dazed moan slipped from her lips.


    “Heeeuuu…”


    Her body convulsed in a new climax, thin liquid bursting from her. He felt the liquid wet his hand as he continued to thrust his hips. With each slam, Eileen groaned laboriously, her body tightening around him.


    “Hic, eek, sob, ugh…”


    Along with her short, broken moans, a transparent liquid flowed from her urethra, repeatedly gushing out and then cutting off. Cesare reached out with his other hand and turned her face back toward him. He looked into her gold-green eyes, which had completely lost all reason and blurred with lust, and kissed her. Saliva dripped from her carelessly parted lips. He licked away the clear liquid and plunged his tongue into her mouth, which was hanging open and limp. He ravaged her mouth greedily, licking her soft palate and probing her tender uvula.


    Her climax finally subsided only after she had soaked the bedsheets and his hands with her fluids. But Eileen did not immediately regain her senses. She only trembled intermittently, panting for air. With a wet squelch, he pulled his member out, and her fluids flowed down her thighs. It seemed some had burst from her body and pooled inside her as well. He looked down at her back, which was messy with all kinds of fluids.


    He kissed along her straight spine, then put his hand under her abdomen and lifted her buttocks. When he tried to lick her wet vulva, Eileen struggled to escape, even with her exhausted body. It was a resistance he could easily subdue with one hand, but he left her alone. Finally, Eileen writhed and turned her body over, her red and swollen nipples rising and falling with her heaving chest. Cesare could not resist the urge and took a nipple into his mouth, leaving a bite mark.


    Then, before her dazed eyes could properly focus, he looked down at Eileen and shook his length. Thick, white semen was sprayed over her already soaked stomach.


    Covered in his traces, shackled at the ankles, and lying on the bed in the Archduke’s residence, Eileen looked more than satisfactory. He felt an urge to stay with her forever in this perfect space, untouched by anyone else, just like the brick house in his dream.


    His world was always perfect if only Eileen existed. Just like in his dreams.


    “Cesare…”


    But Eileen always brought him back to reality. Hearing her voice calling his name, Cesare willingly responded.


    “Yes, Eileen.”


    Even though he had fucked her to the point of fainting, her eyes were still full of defiance. Even if he tormented her more, made her cry, and made her a mess, she would look at him with the same stubborn determination. She would shine with her gold-green eyes, harboring a futile hope until the very end.


    As she had said, she was the child he had raised. Cesare made a confession, his voice sweet, as he rubbed his heavy, swollen member over her fluid-covered belly and her vulva.


    “I love you.”


    Eileen did not respond to his tender whisper. But that was okay.
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    It had been some time now since the Archduchess of Erzet had vanished from the public eye. As she had not been overly fond of social engagements or external affairs, few had immediately noticed her absence. But as the days lengthened, a growing unease began to stir among those who were more observant. In a world of whispers and schemes, no secret remained so forever.


    “……”


    Diego stood at the port, a frown etched upon his face as he stared out at the boundless sea. Seagulls cried out over the bustling docks , a constant noise that blended with the chatter of the city. Rows of shops with vibrant picture signboards lined the streets. The port of Neapol, a grand southern city and his very own hometown, was a melting pot of languages and cultures. Many who came through here did not speak the Imperial tongue, so images served as their only guide.


    Diego listlessly toyed with the numerous piercings that adorned his earlobes. Dressed in a simple, sleeveless tunic that revealed the dark artistry of his tattoos, he squatted on the ground, a cigarette dangling from his lips. He looked every inch a man of the docks, an unsavory ruffian who could blend seamlessly with the crowd. He sighed, a long stream of smoke escaping his lips. On Cesare’s orders, he had been searching for foreign mercenaries, men with no past to speak of and a knack for violence, whom Cesare could use and dispose of as he saw fit. He had also been tasked with interrogating a nobleman who had fled to the south. The man had broken almost immediately, a pampered child with no stomach for pain, and had spilled his secrets with little effort.


    And yet, despite having completed every task, Diego felt no sense of relief. His heart was as heavy as a stone in his chest, his breath constricted. He had heard that Lady Eileen, whom they had found at Fiore’s tavern, was now confined within the Archduke’s residence, her ankles shackled. The news had filled him with a dark premonition, a certainty that something terrible was coming.


    Rotan, Michele, and Senon in the capital were trying their best to reason with the Archduke, but Diego knew it would be a futile effort. He felt that the knights must share his apprehension. He stared blankly at the sea, drawing on his cigarette. He had already gone through several, their butts now littering the ground at his feet, but his mind was too muddled to stop.


    Is this truly the right way? To imprison her like a common criminal… a feeling of deep unease settled over him, made even heavier by the knowledge of why she had left the residence in the first place. And now, more and more people were starting to wonder about the whereabouts of the Archduchess. They could not keep her hidden forever. But no matter how he or the others tried to persuade Cesare, the Archduke would not budge.


    “Damn it…” he muttered, stubbing out his cigarette and reaching for another.


    “Sir Diego,” a voice called out. A subordinate, a man he had brought with him from the capital, rushed toward him.


    “What is it?” Diego asked, his voice casual. But his indifferent expression twisted as the man delivered his report.


    “You must return to the capital immediately.”


    “…What?”


    Diego shot to his feet. His subordinate looked up at him, his voice trembling as he delivered the news from the capital.


    “The Archduchess has been accused.”
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  A terrible weight pressed down upon her, as if her entire body was a lump of lead. Even after Cesare had brought her medicines from his laboratory and personally administered them, a dull ache lingered in her limp limbs. Her mind was more exhausted than her body.


  Eileen, who had been lying still and staring at the ceiling, slowly sat up and pulled back the blanket. The silver shackle on her ankle stood out starkly against the white of the sheet. Since she had been captured at the tavern, she had lost all sense of time. She could not even tell what day it was, and counting the passage of night and day was useless as she often fainted and woke without notice.


  How long will I be like this? She worried that she would be trapped there until Cesare’s time ran out. She had asked him several times how much time he had left, but she had never received an answer. This was, in truth, what Cesare wanted: for Eileen to simply watch as his life ended, doing nothing, just being quiet and obedient. But Eileen would not give up. She could not. If Cesare was determined not to let her go, then she would be willing to do anything.


  Just as a new wave of resolve hardened her heart, the door to the bedroom opened. Only one man in the residence could enter the room without knocking. The tall man in uniform was holding a flowerpot in his arms, a small pot of red poppies that she had been growing in the laboratory.


  “You’re awake.”


  Cesare crossed the room with a long stride and approached the bed. He placed the poppies on the windowsill and removed his leather gloves. Then, with a practiced motion, he checked her ankle. Although he had padded the inside of the shackle with fur, he always checked to see if her skin was chafed or irritated. She knew he had loosened it while she was asleep, but since it only happened when she was unconscious, she could never be sure.


  Eileen looked up at him. Cesare met her gaze without a change in his expression, as if nothing were amiss. As if these were the most peaceful days they had ever known.


  “The shackle…” she demanded, her voice a low whisper. She cleared her throat to get the roughness out of her voice and asked again, “Please remove it.”


  She spoke clearly, but Cesare simply laughed as if she had told a ridiculous joke. He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.


  “You must be obedient, Eileen.”


  The soft sound of his lips pressing against her skin and then peeling away was a strange, ticklish sensation. He moved his lips to her eyes and whispered, “You’re not crying now?”


  “……”


  Eileen felt the familiar sting of tears, but she held them back. Instead, she begged him again.


  “If you will not remove it, at least tell me how much time you have left.”


  Her plea was a desperate sound, swallowed by the silence of the room. Cesare only stroked her hair and changed the subject.


  “The flowers will wither quickly without your care. You should tend to them.”


  Just as Eileen opened her lips to speak again, a knock sounded at the door. Cesare’s hand stilled.


  “Your Excellency, it is Senon. I have an urgent matter to report.”


  Since her confinement, no one from the Archduke’s residence had been allowed to enter the bedroom. The matter must be urgent indeed for Senon to come, knowing that Cesare had forbidden it.


  Cesare straightened her nightgown and covered her shoulders with a blanket before going to the door. When he opened it, Senon stood with a stiff posture, giving a sharp salute. His eyes flickered to Eileen behind Cesare. Eileen was staring at the man she had not seen in a long time, her eyes wide with shock. But their gazes did not hold for long, as Cesare tilted his head, drawing Senon’s attention back to him.


  “What is it?”


  Senon swallowed hard and began.


  “Duke Parbellini has brought an accusation against the Erzet Archduchy. The charge is that the Archduchess manufactured opium.”


  At Senon’s words, Eileen felt as though she had stopped breathing. She knew the issue of opium would eventually rise to the surface. She also knew that Senon had been preparing for it in detail. But she had never expected the secret she intended to reveal by publicly releasing Morpheus would be exposed by Duke Parbellini.


  Unlike the frozen Eileen, Cesare did not show any agitation. He simply gave an order as if he had foreseen this all along.


  “I will attend the trial. Proceed as planned.”


  “Yes, Your Excellency.”


  Senon was about to step back when Eileen hurriedly got off the bed.


  “No!” she cried.


  She stumbled, her legs tangled in the chains, but she managed to stand and put her feet on the floor.


  “I must attend the trial myself.”


  Senon and Cesare’s gazes fell upon her at the same time. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a wild, frantic drumbeat. She pressed her hand to her chest and said,


  “Please, allow me to attend the trial as the pharmacist who created Morpheus.”
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    Eileen knew she was to blame for it all. The burden of sin, born from her single-minded desire to help Cesare, was now on the verge of bearing its fruit. She was certain that if Morpheus were released into the world, it would bring immense good to the empire. The trial was but a necessary step to see it through. From the moment she had decided to continue her research as the Archduchess of Erzet, she had been prepared for this day.


    Senon, too, had been a staunch supporter of her choice. He had worked tirelessly, gathering every scrap of data that would ensure her victory in court. Their plan was not merely to escape punishment through the Archduke’s pardon, but to win outright and have Morpheus officially recognized as a legitimate medicine.


    And yet, Cesare was now threatening to destroy all of her careful preparation, all because he did not want her to leave the confines of the mansion. To pass her sin onto another, and especially to pass it on to Cesare himself, was simply unthinkable. No one knew more about Morpheus than she did. Besides, it was absurd to think that she, a woman of age and not a minor, should not appear in court.


    But common sense had no place in the world of Cesare’s desires. He knew everything that Eileen knew. He was aware of the political gravity of the situation, yet he still wanted to keep her confined to his residence.


    “No,” Cesare uttered, a faint, fleeting smile on his lips. He crossed the short distance to the bed and lifted Eileen into his arms. The silver chain rattled behind them as he sat her back down and tucked the disheveled blanket tightly around her.


    “The air is cold, where are you trying to go?” he chided softly, as if worried she might catch a chill.


    “Cesare…” she pleaded, her voice barely a whisper.


    He gave no answer. At his refusal, Eileen’s gaze involuntarily darted toward Senon. She looked at him, desperately hoping for an ally, for someone to lend strength to her words.


    “……”


    When their eyes met, Senon’s widened, and he bit down on his lower lip. His eyes were shining, a look that conveyed a profound sadness. In his gaze, Eileen saw herself as he did, and a wave of mortification washed over her. My current state is not a pretty sight. All of her poise and confidence from just a moment ago crumbled, and she dropped her head in shame.


    It was then that Senon, who had been about to step back, opened his mouth.


    “Your Grace.”


    Cesare’s gaze fell upon him, a silent question in his crimson eyes. Senon trembled slightly but continued.


    “I also… believe that it is right for the Archduchess to attend the trial in person as the defendant.”


    Though his voice was shaky, Senon expressed his opinion clearly. He froze, his tension palpable, after he had spoken. Eileen looked up at him, her eyes wide with surprise. She had hoped for his help, but she had never truly expected it. After all, he was Cesare’s knight. She had thought he would simply follow his lord’s will and prevent her from going to court. But here he was, taking her side and rebelling against Cesare’s command.


    Cesare’s crimson eyes stared at Senon, their depths indifferent. He spoke a short remark to Senon, who was sweating from a cold fear.


    “I didn’t ask for your opinion.”


    His voice was calm, not particularly unkind, yet Senon trembled as if he had been lashed by a whip. Eileen felt a deep tension build in her chest, her fingers clutching the blanket.


    “I apologize. But, as Your Grace knows, I have been preparing for the trial under the assumption that the Archduchess would attend in person. Therefore, for a perfect victory…”


    “Senon.”


    “…Yes, Your Grace.”


    Senon answered, his feet rooted firmly to the floor. Cesare asked his knight, who was struggling with all his might to hold his ground.


    “Do you want to let Eileen go?”


    Senon could not have been unaware of the coldness in the question. He knew it was a warning, yet he stood firm and answered.


    “I… merely hope that the Archduchess will fully enjoy the glory of creating a medicine that will be remembered in history.”


    Cesare’s eyes narrowed slightly. Senon’s face was pale as he breathed heavily. When Senon did not back down, a fleeting smile touched Cesare’s lips.


    “I do not know when you became the Archduchess’s knight.”


    “I apologize. My loyalty is only to Archduke Erzet…”


    “You may step down.”


    This time, even Senon could not stand his ground. He gave a sharp salute and left the bedroom immediately.


    Eileen followed him with her eyes. She wanted to thank him, even if only with a movement of her lips, but Senon did not look at her as he left. The door closed behind him with a silent thud. Cesare, who had been staring at the closed door for a moment, turned his eyes to Eileen. She met his gaze, a gaze that seemed to hold only her.


    Her mind was as tangled as a skein of thread. This was about more than just attending the trial. There was another meaning inherent in this trial, one that concerned the very relationship between the Emperor and the Erzet Archduchy. It had been predicted that Duke Parbellini would have information about Morpheus. Senon had explained this to Eileen, adding, “But the Duke will never touch Morpheus carelessly.”


    There was a simple reason for his certainty: Leone, Cesare’s twin brother, was the Emperor of Traon. Duke Parbellini, who had found favor with the Emperor through marriage, could not casually attack Cesare. But now, Duke Parbellini had accused the Erzet Archduchy. This was an open declaration of war from Leone against his twin brother, the man who had made him Emperor. That was why it was even more necessary to win this trial perfectly, to ensure that the name of Erzet was not tarnished and to emerge with an overwhelming victory.


    Why did it come to this? They were such affectionate brothers. Eileen, who had witnessed Leone’s deep affection for Cesare, was confused by the sudden turn of events. She looked at Cesare, trying to untangle her complicated thoughts. Unlike Eileen, who was now speculating about Leone’s betrayal, Cesare was calm, as if he had already known it was coming.


    “His Majesty…” she began, her voice tentative.


    Cesare slowly stroked her hair.


    “It seems I’ve outlived my usefulness,” he whispered, dismissing the grave matter as if it were nothing. For him, her presence was more important than Leone’s betrayal.


    “Stay here, Eileen.”


    She quietly held the hand that was stroking her hair.


    “Cesare.”


    “…”


    “Please, let me go.”


    A short, bitter laugh escaped him. Cesare caressed her neck with his hand and whispered.


    “What if I don’t?”


    Eileen felt a chill run down her spine at his touch, as if the fine hairs on her neck were standing on end. She knew. She knew that this opportunity had been forcibly created by Senon. The reason he had bothered to come to the bedroom to report was to inform her of the situation outside. There would be no more opportunities in the future. This was her last chance to escape her gilded cage.


    “Please… I beg you. If you allow me to attend the trial…” Eileen recalled the words Cesare had said to her long ago: “I told you not to close your eyes when you lie, Eileen.” Recalling the voice that knew her even to her habits, she stared into his crimson eyes. She uttered the words that he was likely hoping for.


    “I’ll do whatever you want, Cesare.”
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      [The Erzet Archduchy’s Ugly Side… A Pardon for Whom?


      Even should the Duchess evade the law by claiming a pardon, the stain of her sin shall remain. The people of the Empire will forever remember the Archduchy’s petty deceptions.


      With the Duchess’s clandestine drug production now unveiled, we must commend the courageous actions of Duke Parbellini. He has, for the Empire’s sole benefit, chosen the arduous path of standing against Archduke Erzet.


      Moreover, unlike the Archduchy, which sought to hoard and sell its medicines, Duke Parbellini has announced his intention to distribute new drugs freely to the people.


      Should he not be called the true hero of the Empire?


      In this special report, we feature the new medicine that the Parbellini Ducal Family shall soon distribute…]


    


    



    Ornella drew on the cigar she held in her mouth, the heavy, pungent smoke filling her lungs. With cold, sunken eyes, she stared intently at the words that mentioned ‘the Parbellini Ducal Family’s new medicine.’ She held her gaze for a long time before she placed the cigar in the ashtray. A quiet fury built inside her as she thought of the medicine that lay silently in her bedroom drawer, the one Eileen had sent to the Ducal Family.


    It was truly a wretched thing that the headache medicine worked so remarkably well for her. When the sharp, chronic pain that had been a part of her life for so long completely vanished, Ornella felt a profound displeasure. It was a displeasure aimed at herself for being forced to acknowledge Eileen’s talent.


    She had lived a life that others envied, yet every time her path crossed with Eileen’s, Ornella was reminded of all that she had sacrificed. The deep-seated inferiority that had taken root the moment she had given up writing poetry could not be cured by any famous doctor or medicine.


    Ornella unclasped the small handbag on her arm and took out a large glass bottle filled with pills. She placed it on the table, her elegant, lace-gloved fingers tapping against the glass.


    “Take this to Eileen.”


    The woman standing opposite Ornella looked at her with nervous, darting eyes. Gentle music from the ballroom drifted into the quiet lounge. Despite hosting the ball herself, Baroness Contarini was as anxious as an invited guest. After attending the Archduchess Erzet’s tea party, the Baroness had openly aligned herself with the Duchess. During the hunting festival, she had even sought to speak with her. So, when Ornella had conveyed her intention to attend the ball, she had been more than puzzled. She had wondered what kind of wicked scheme she was plotting, but she could not refuse the daughter of Duke Parbellini. The Baroness had concealed her true feelings and welcomed Ornella warmly, comforted by the fact that Eileen had already declined the invitation.


    However, she had not expected Ornella to make such a peculiar request. Ornella looked down at Baroness Contarini, her face haughty.


    “The Duchess is refusing all visitors at present, but she will meet with the dancer she summoned to the ball today. The dancer with the flamboyant blonde hair.”


    The Baroness looked at the medicine bottle with a bewildered expression, then slowly met Ornella’s gaze again.


    “I… may I deliver this to the dancer myself?”


    A smirk touched Ornella’s lips at the question.


    “Do you propose I do it instead?”


    Her meaning was clear: she did not wish to meet with a lowly dancer herself, and so she was entrusting the task to the Baroness. The Baroness, who had so recently declared her loyalty to the Duchess, was insulted, but she suppressed the urge to frown. She did not know what Ornella’s game was, but she understood that this action would somehow benefit Eileen. There would be no other reason for Ornella to go behind Duke Parbellini’s back to deliver this item.


    “I will do my best,” the Baroness replied, lowering her eyes.


    Ornella did not respond. She merely picked up her cigar from the ashtray again and waved her hand, a gesture of dismissal.


    After Baroness Contarini had left, Ornella took off her shoes and put her feet up on the table. Her injured leg had not fully healed yet, and it was difficult to wear heeled shoes for long. She leaned her head against the back of the sofa and exhaled a long cloud of smoke into the air.


    …


    She had managed to delay the new medicine’s release date, but that was all. In the end, her father had released the new drug and even accused the Erzet Archduchy of drug manufacturing. To create medicine using drugs, that woman must be out of her mind. She felt no particular desire to step forward and help. She was simply repaying a debt for Eileen having treated her at the collapsed Pantheon that day and for sending her the one headache medicine that truly worked. Ornella drew on the cigar and stared at the ceiling. Her father’s face, twisted in disgust as he looked at the hideous scar on her leg, came to mind, but she soon let the memory drift away with the smoke.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  No matter how much Eileen lied, Cesare always saw through her. He must have known that she had lied this time as well. But he had pretended to be fooled. Perhaps this trial is just an excuse to confine me completely once it is over, she thought. This suspicion was only strengthened when she recalled Cesare’s response to her vow to do whatever he wanted.


  “It won’t be easy to do as I want, Eileen.”


  Despite his intentions, Cesare had eventually granted her a temporary freedom. Eileen was finally free from her shackles and could meet others. The first person she saw after leaving her bedroom was Sonio. He must have been one of the people most troubled by her unsanctioned flight from the residence, yet he made no complaint. He simply looked at her with worried eyes, wondering if her health had worsened in the time she had been away.


  “I’m sorry, Sonio…” Eileen whispered.


  Sonio simply smiled and gently soothed her.


  “I am just glad that you have returned to us.”


  After her meeting with Sonio, she immediately met with Rotan, but he was not alone.


  “Eileen…!”


  Malena, who had been anxiously biting her nails, jumped from the sofa. However, she immediately froze as Rotan’s sharp glare fell upon her.


  “It’s alright, Sir Rotan.” Eileen said, stopping Rotan, who was glowering at the dancer. When the harshness in his eyes did not disappear, she added, “As you know, she helped me a great deal…”


  Only then did Rotan withdraw his fierce gaze. Eileen took a light breath and exhaled, then looked at Malena, who had grown a little thinner. Malena stared back, her face a storm of emotion. After Eileen was dragged to the Archduke’s residence, Malena had tried to meet with her, but the Archduke’s orders prevented it. She could only meet Eileen if she was summoned. As she had anxiously waited for some word, the permission finally came. It was because Eileen had wanted to see for herself that Malena was safe.


  They could not, of course, meet alone as they had before. Malena was even forbidden from using Eileen’s name.


  “Please forgive my rudeness,” Malena said, kneeling on the floor to apologize to the Duchess.


  Eileen quickly pulled her up.


  “…”


  They stared at each other for a long moment. Even without words, their feelings were conveyed in their eyes. Eileen smiled gently at Malena’s worried look, trying to reassure her. I’m truly alright. I was just worried about you.


  Malena stepped back and carefully took a glass bottle from her arms. She could not hand it directly to Eileen, so she passed it to Rotan. The pills inside rattled against the glass.


  “Baroness Contarini entrusted this to me.”


  “The Baroness…?” Eileen asked, her expression puzzled.


  Baroness Contarini was a woman who had actively expressed her support for Eileen. She had invited her to the ball, but Eileen could not attend because she was still confined to her bedroom. It had been a great pity. But for the Baroness to suddenly entrust a bottle of pills to a dancer… it was strange, to say the least.


  Eileen tilted her head and held out her hand to Rotan. He seemed to want to examine the bottle further, but he had no choice but to hand it over as Eileen waited patiently.


  Eileen took the bottle and shook it gently. A small, folded note became visible among the pills. She opened the cap and poured the pills into her palm. Her eyes widened as she unfolded the note.


  It contained the manufacturing method for the new medicine. It was the very same drug that the Parbellini Ducal Family was planning to release.
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    Eileen stood in a state of quiet disbelief, the small, folded note clutched in her hand. On the day the Pantheon had fallen, she had made a simple request of Ornella: to send her the headache medicine that suited her so well, so that Eileen could test the drugs released by the Parbellini family in advance. But Ornella had offered no word since. So she had assumed she would have to procure and examine the medicine herself, once it was made public. And yet, here it was. Sent to her, along with its very recipe.


    The act was entirely unexpected. For a brief moment, the thought that this might be another of Ornella’s cruel games crossed her mind, but she quickly dismissed it. The medicine had been delivered through Baroness Contarini and then Malena herself. It was clear Ornella had taken such a roundabout path to evade her father, Duke Parbellini’s notice. If her intention was to trap Eileen, there would have been no need for such an elaborate ruse. Moreover, given their strained relations, Ornella had no reason to pretend to help when she had already done so much to make things difficult.


    While she pondered Ornella’s motives, Eileen also examined the recipe. Perhaps because the Parbellini family had employed such renowned researchers, the formula was not entirely illogical. Yet, it was far from perfect. Eileen placed one of the pills in her mouth, her tongue tasting its flavor. Rotan and Malena, watching in horror, could not believe she would so readily ingest an unknown medicine sent by Ornella.


    “Lady Eileen!” Rotan exclaimed, snatching the bottle from her hand. He looked as if he wished he could reach inside her mouth and retrieve the pill.


    But Eileen merely waved a hand, a gesture of reassurance, after she had swallowed the small tablet. It bore the name of Parbellini, and she reasoned they would not have created something fatally harmful to the human body. As she chewed the medicine, she committed the ingredients to memory, replaying the recipe in her head.


    ‘This is… not so different from the first versions I created.’


    The formula bore a striking similarity to Eileen’s early research on Aspiria. While more effective than simply extracting painkilling ingredients from willow bark, it was terribly bitter and acidic. It would surely cause irritation and lead to nausea and stomach discomfort.


    ‘Besides, the dosage of the ingredients is excessive.’


    Such a high dose would likely lead to severe side effects. But Duke Parbellini would not be concerned with such things. His sole objective was to discredit Aspiria. If his drug showed a similar efficacy, he would criticize her for peddling a simple medicine to the people of the Empire. If side effects arose, he would loudly proclaim that it was the same as Aspiria, and that her medicine was dangerous. Either way, the reputation of Aspiria would be tainted.


    ‘This medicine is not stable… it’s dangerous.’


    Salicylic acid, the primary ingredient in Aspiria, had a blood-thinning effect. If soldiers, who were so often injured, overused such an unstable medicine, their wounds would be slow to heal. All manner of worries flooded her mind, and she drank a glass of water to wash away the bitter aftertaste. She longed for a few pieces of sweet shortbread, but she resisted the urge.


    ‘The best way is for people to use both medicines and experience the difference in effects themselves.’ If a better medicine existed, they would not seek out one with such severe side effects. But she could not simply distribute Aspiria for free when it was already on sale.


    Lost in thought, Eileen suddenly looked up, her gaze falling upon Malena.


    “Did Baroness Contarini say anything else?” she asked, her voice hushed.


    Malena answered politely, “She was only wondering if the Duchess was well.”


    Eileen remembered what the Baroness had told her at the hunting festival. “You need not question my motives. The friendship you show me will satisfy my vanity more perfectly than anything else. Keep me close and use me. If you keep me by your side, I will never betray you.” The Baroness, a woman of considerable influence, had proven her loyalty. Her ball was still ongoing, and Malena was invited to perform.


    Eileen collected her thoughts and spoke again.


    “Malena, will you have some free time after the Baroness’s ball?”


    “If the Duchess wishes, I will be at your disposal, anytime.”


    “Then, would you ask the Baroness for me if she has any intention of holding a charity performance in the name of Contarini?”


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  The foreign mercenaries Diego had hired from the south were a rough and difficult lot to handle. In a normal situation, any employer would have been concerned with merely keeping their spirits in check, much less handling them. But a group of mercenaries, no matter how wild, were no match for the infamous Traon soldiers. Their last remnants of resistance crumbled entirely when they met Rotan, and they quickly fell in line. Rotan ordered them to remain outside the capital for now.


  “Your Excellency,” Rotan said as he and Diego entered Cesare’s chamber.


  Cesare, in his uniform, was cleaning a pistol. He gave a slight nod, not even bothering to look up. He knew what Rotan wanted to report.


  “Lady Eileen said she will supply Aspiria to the people of the Empire through Baroness Contarini,” Rotan reported. Since the Erzet family could not directly intervene, she would distribute Aspiria for free through the Baroness. Due to a shortage of supplies, each bottle would contain only half the amount of the version sold commercially. Rotan also detailed the plan to use a charity performance as a pretext, drawing attention by hiring Malena, the most popular dancer in the capital.


  It was the best course of action the family could take, given the current trial over opium. Senon, upon hearing the plan, had been filled with admiration for Eileen’s brilliance, wondering how she had so quickly devised such an idea. Rotan, having finished his report, fell silent, awaiting Cesare’s reply.


  “Help her do whatever she wishes,” Cesare ordered, his voice languid.


  “Yes, Your Excellency.”


  Rotan hesitated, though the next report was ready on his lips. Beside him, Diego’s eyes widened with a quiet fear. Cesare’s lips curled into a half-smile.


  “Are you curious what I am thinking?”


  “My apologies.” Rotan immediately lowered his head.


  Cesare finished assembling the pistol he had been cleaning. With a relaxed touch, he fitted the parts together with perfect precision. Rotan looked at the pistol, now perfectly formed, and asked again, his voice tight.


  “…I will follow your will without question. But I wish to ask you one thing.”


  Parbellini had attacked Erzet with the Emperor’s quiet approval. In response, Cesare had hired mercenaries and was now gathering Imperial troops in the capital. The knights could only come to one conclusion. Diego was frozen in place, his eyes wide.


  “Do you seek the title of Imperator… the throne?” Rotan asked.


  “I do not particularly want it.” Cesare denied the charge with ease.


  Diego and Rotan glanced at each other, stunned.


  “I am going to create a world for Eileen, Rotan. My role is merely that,” Cesare said, as if it were a simple, trivial process. “It just happens that the throne has become a necessary part of that process.”
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    From the very beginning, Cesare’s ambition had been a singular, unwavering force. Even the title of Imperator, the ultimate glory a man could attain, was merely a tool in his eyes. The moment he had ascertained that his brother, Leone, posed a threat to Eileen’s safety, the path of treason had become a certainty.


    Yet, even if it was but a means to an end for Cesare, the Imperator’s name held a very different meaning for Rotan and Diego. The loyal knights who had fought alongside their master believed that he deserved the most glorious position in the empire. When Leone had been given the throne, they had respected their master’s brotherly affection, but a quiet disappointment had lingered in their hearts. And now, the very thing they had only dared to wish for in silence was about to come to pass. They could not, however, simply rejoice.


    “I dare to ask,” Rotan began, speaking for every man who followed Cesare. “After you have created this world for Eileen, what then do you desire for yourself?”


    Instead of answering, Cesare loaded the magazine into the pistol he had so meticulously assembled and rose from his seat. He strode toward the back door, opening it to reveal the gloomy, shadowed depths of the forest. He raised the gun, taking aim at the darkness. His motion was fluid, without a hint of hesitation.


    Bang! The gunshot shattered the forest’s silence. A moment later, a heavy thud echoed as something fell from the trees. It was a man, fully armed, who lay face-down on the mossy ground. A crimson puddle began to spread from his still form, his hand still clutched around a gun. Cesare slowly lowered his weapon. . Rotan and Diego immediately stepped forward to finish off the remaining trespassers. The ensuing gunshots ceased only after enough corpses had been piled up for the beasts of the forest to feast on.


    Rotan grimaced. To have made it this far, the assassins were clearly more desperate than before. Cesare’s actions were making his enemies anxious, causing them to move with a more aggressive fury.


    “Rotan, Diego,” Cesare said, placing the pistol on the table. “When I am gone, I want you to pledge your loyalty to Eileen as your new master.”


    “Your Excellency…!”


    “Eileen will be a decent master. Perhaps even better than me.”


    Rotan and Diego immediately fell to their knees before him. Rotan, who had never trembled in the face of death on the battlefield, stammered, his face ashen.


    “No, please… reconsider. We… we are… Eileen…”


    “Did you see the Pantheon?”


    Rotan’s eyes darkened, his gaze falling to the floor. He had witnessed the collapsed Pantheon with his own eyes. He knew it was a warning from the gods. Cesare had spoken of his own death before, yet Rotan had always clung to a sliver of hope that a solution might be found, that Eileen would discover a new path for them.


    But Cesare knew such hope was futile. His words were a final declaration. Rotan’s large frame shook as he called out his master’s name.


    “Your Excellency…”


    He could not say more, only manage to speak his name as if he were choking on the words.


    Cesare knelt down, meeting his knights’ gaze. His eyes held a faint, knowing smile, as if he were certain of the future. No matter what choice he made, he knew they would follow him to the very end.


    “Do not do anything to stop my death,” he said with a sigh. “That is an order, Rotan.”


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  After asking Malena to deliver the message, Eileen had also inquired after Alessia, the knight who had been guarding her outside the residence. Malena had asked a strange question in return.


  “Were there any inconveniences in having her by your side?”


  Of course, Eileen had been perfectly safe thanks to Alessia. She had praised the knight with all the eloquence she possessed. Malena had simply nodded, her expression unreadable.


  “Then that is a relief.”


  Eileen had wanted to ask more, to understand why Malena had posed such a question, but their time was limited. The meeting between the Duchess and the dancer had been granted only at Eileen’s specific request.


  After Malena had left, Rotan had cautiously requested a moment of her time.


  “I am sorry,” he began, his voice low.


  He wanted to apologize for having forcibly brought her back from the tavern. But Eileen felt no resentment toward him. He had only been following Cesare’s orders. Still, the memory of seeing Rotan with the soldiers had left a small, lingering prickle of unease within her. The shock of it, the feeling that she had been so close to escaping, remained. Even so, she knew that all of Cesare’s knights cared for her. Senon, after all, had just helped her escape from her bedroom prison.


  Eileen thanked Rotan, and an awkward silence fell between them. To her surprise, it was Rotan who spoke again.


  “Do you remember?” he asked, speaking of a time long past. It was a time that was never spoken of, save for the anniversary of the fire that had claimed the lives of his wife and daughter. “The young Eileen visited me every day. Even when I would not open the door, you would always leave flowers by my window.”


  She had simply hoped that if he were to pull back the curtains, even for a moment, the flowers would be the first thing he saw. So every day, she had brought him flowers. Eventually, he had begun to open his door, and they would talk. Eileen would tell him how beautiful the weather was, and which flowers were in full bloom. It had been an act of hope that he would one day recover, but now, looking back, she thought he must have been annoyed by her.


  Yet, contrary to her thoughts, a gentle, warm light surrounded him as he spoke of the past. Rotan smiled faintly as if recalling a fond memory.


  “I hope you do not suffer too much because of the choice His Excellency made. It is because he cherishes you so deeply.”


  Rotan worried about the pain that Cesare’s choices would inflict on Eileen. But there was something he did not know.


  “I am fine now,” Eileen said. She had already decided to put her pain aside. She would no longer delve into the nature of his love, which she still could not understand. The only thing that mattered to her now was his survival. Her every thought and heartbeat was singularly focused on that goal.


  “Sir Rotan, I want to save Cesare.”


  And so, she was going to try everything. Even if it was a futile struggle.


  “On the day of the trial, if I win,” she asked, begging him to defy his master’s orders. “Please send me to the temple.”


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  With the charges against the Archduchess of Erzet now public, the trial was scheduled to take place in just over ten days. Since the manufacturing of drugs was a crime punishable by immediate execution, the Empire had taken the matter seriously, expediting the proceedings. News that the Erzet couple, the most watched figures in the Empire, would be attending the trial spread like wildfire. Countless citizens gathered outside the courthouse, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Archduke and Duchess as they passed.


  On the day of the trial, Eileen began her morning as usual. She woke early and read the newspapers and magazines while eating breakfast. She could not tear her eyes away from the sensational articles suggesting that the Duchess had mixed drugs into Aspiria, though she would quickly look away. She was in the midst of preparing for court, reading over the points she intended to make during the proceedings, when Sonio burst into the room.


  “Madam, Countess Domenico…”


  Eileen dropped the papers in her hand. The terrible news Sonio had come to deliver was of the Countess’s death.
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    The Countess had been unwell for so long. Count Domenico, in his frantic search for a balm to ease her extreme suffering, had first found his way to Eileen in the small, second-floor room of an old inn. Their connection had endured, even after Eileen became the Duchess. She had chosen the Countess to be the second recipient of Morpheus; though her condition had worsened beyond the help of all existing painkillers, the medicine had, for a time, brought her relief.


    The image of Count Domenico, his face softened with relief as he watched his wife finally breathe without pain, was still vivid in Eileen’s mind. And yet, in the end, the Countess’s frail body had not lasted long. Eileen had known her death was not unexpected, that at any moment she might return to God’s embrace. Count Domenico, too, had been preparing for the inevitable farewell and the funeral that would follow. But no matter how much one prepares, death is a sorrowful parting, a burden difficult to bear. Eileen could not begin to imagine the heartbreak that had befallen a man who had loved his wife so deeply.


    “I will make arrangements for you to attend the funeral,” Sonio said, his voice gentle.


    Eileen nodded slowly, sensing that he had more to say, and spoke first. “I imagine it will be difficult for the Count to attend the trial today.”


    Count Domenico, as the Speaker of the Senate, was scheduled to appear as a vital witness on Eileen’s behalf. As the Countess had been a direct recipient of Morpheus, his testimony was crucial. But it was impossible to ask such a thing of a man who had just lost his beloved wife. Today, the Count would be struggling merely to gather his grief.


    Sonio knew this, of course, but he was the Archduke of Erzet’s butler. His loyalty lay with the Duchess he served. Eileen, understanding his mind, knew he likely wished to rush to the Count’s residence and drag the heartbroken man to the courtroom. Sonio was a man of cold, cruel purpose when necessary, a fact Eileen knew all too well, though he rarely showed it to her. Wanting to spare the Count that indignity, she reassured Sonio, explaining that she believed she could still win the trial without his testimony.


    Sonio’s gaze lingered on her as she spoke, a silent concern in his eyes.


    “I believe in you, Eileen,” he said, using her name instead of her title.


    She offered him a soft smile. Sonio picked up a piece of paper she had dropped, handing it to her. “I will be waiting,” he said, his voice a comfort. “When you return… I will prepare tea with orange cake.” He jokingly added that he would have plenty of sweet desserts ready if she would only return early. Eileen promised she would, though she knew it was a promise she could not keep. But for now, she wanted to speak only of pleasant things to Sonio, knowing how much he worried about her, left alone in the vast residence.


    Her preparations complete, Eileen was escorted by Sonio to the stairs. From the landing, she looked down. In the hall below, Cesare, already in full dress uniform, was speaking with Senon. Behind him, Diego, Rotan, and Michele stood in a rigid posture, listening intently.


    Cesare’s gaze slowly moved to the stairs, finding her. It was a moment much like the past—the day of the hunting festival—when he had stood in the hall with his knights and she had looked down at him from above. In that memory, she had been mesmerized by him in his hunting clothes; it was no different now. She was completely captivated by him in his Commander-in-Chief uniform.


    A faint smile touched Cesare’s lips. He opened his mouth and said her name. “Are you just going to keep looking?”


    Eileen slowly descended the stairs. For the days she was confined to her bedroom, she had been with Cesare almost constantly. He had remained by her side, leaving her only for the bare necessities. But since her release, he had only returned to her very late at night, coming to her bed only after she was deeply asleep, leaving again before she woke. Eileen had only learned this when she had woken up briefly in the early morning to find him changing into his nightgown and lying down beside her. He had gently stroked her hair and whispered, “You should sleep more.”


    She had fallen back to sleep in the sound of his voice, only to wake in the morning to an empty bed. He was avoiding her, as if running away, afraid that he would once again put her in shackles. She felt it was an exaggerated fear, but with no way to know for sure, she had simply waited for this day.


    Finally, she met him in the sunlight, walking toward him, stopping just before him. The knights, who stood a step behind Cesare, saluted her, their movements as sharp and precise as if they were saluting their own commander. Eileen was startled, her eyes wide like a small rabbit’s. Cesare merely gestured, a simple motion, and they lowered their hands. But their expressions remained serious. Usually, they looked at her with the affectionate fondness one might have for a younger sibling. Today, however, the atmosphere was different. There was something else mixed into their gazes, something that could not be explained by mere seriousness. It is as if I am their master… she thought, dismissing the notion as a fleeting, ridiculous thought.


    “We will ensure that the Duchess wins today,” Senon said politely and with great respect.


    While Eileen was still bewildered by their newfound reverence, Cesare naturally escorted and led her from the residence. Five black military vehicles were lined up in front of the entrance. Eileen and Cesare boarded the third vehicle.


    As the car began its journey to the courthouse, a tension began to build inside her. Eileen fidgeted with her fingers, her nervousness rising, until Cesare silently took her hand in his. His gaze was slightly lowered, fixed on the window, as if lost in thought. His large hand completely covered hers, a warm fortress around her small, trembling fingers. Like a small animal seeking refuge in a cave, she hid her hand beneath his.


    Suddenly, Cesare spoke. “I was going to use an indulgence.” Eileen listened, looking at the back of his hand covered in a leather glove. Cesare murmured as if to himself, “You’re deliberately choosing the difficult path.”


    If he had used an indulgence, she would have avoided the death penalty, but nothing more. It would have meant giving up the honor of Morpheus and of the Erzet name. Eileen had not wanted that. Cesare chuckled softly, still holding her hand. “That is why it had to be you.”


    Eileen, who had been looking down at her hand, slowly raised her head to look at him. But there was no time for more. The vehicle came to a stop. As if awakened from a dream, Eileen was startled by the sounds around her. The roar of a huge crowd, a sound so loud it seemed to shake the heavens and the earth, a sound full of anger. Eileen felt so nervous her legs trembled, but Cesare calmly opened the door himself.


    As the door opened, the sound grew even louder. Cesare, who had stepped out first, reached out a hand to Eileen, who was frozen in place. She clutched his hand and got out of the car.


    “…!”


    Eileen was stunned by the sight before her eyes. It was a crowd reminiscent of Cesare’s triumphal procession. She had stood before many nobles in her time, but never had she been the sole focus of so many people. The number was far greater than the crowd that had gathered at the pharmacy when Aspiria was released. The endlessly lined-up citizens of the Empire were chanting the name of Erzet.


    She was overwhelmed by their energy. Suddenly, she became intensely conscious of her eyes, exposed without her bangs or glasses. All the things she disliked about herself, all the insecurities she had forgotten, came rushing back. She could not even begin to decipher whether the crowd was shouting for or against her, and she was about to drop her gaze when Cesare leaned in close, his lips brushing her ear.


    “Are you scared?”


    Eileen looked up at him with trembling eyes. Cesare kissed her on the cheek and asked again, “You were willing to make a deal with God to save me… and this is all it takes to make you afraid?”
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    Eileen slowly swallowed. Cesare chuckled, then turned his gaze away. Having been surrounded by crowds since birth, he took their attention for granted, whether it was borne of malice, envy, or adoration. He simply moved with a detached, arrogant air, a living sculpture of indifference. He was no different now, walking toward a trial that might see his Duchess put to death, than he had been during the triumphal parade that had rewritten the history of the Traon Empire.


    Eileen walked closely beside him, a phalanx of soldiers protecting them from the frenzied crowd. Her tension remained, and she felt overwhelmed, her legs trembling beneath her. But she forced herself to step forward, her chin lifted with dignity. This was not only her trial but also a fight to protect Cesare’s honor.


    ‘Every move I make is a direct reflection of Cesare’s reputation.’


    She had to be brave, even if it was only on the surface.


    The courtroom was the parliament building, chosen for its size. Even so, people were forced to stand, filling every inch of space, and outside, reporters shouted questions at them, vying for position. “Is it true that Aspiria contains narcotics?” they cried. “What is the reason for manufacturing opium?” “There are allegations that Archduke Erzet concealed the Duchess’s crime!”


    Cesare ignored them all, walking with Eileen straight into the building. But the inside was no quieter. Nobles who had gathered for the trial of the century watched them like hyenas, ready to tear them apart. Eileen wanted to hide behind Cesare, but she endured, standing tall beside him. The nobles looked at them with an insolent curiosity, but dared not approach. Cesare, in turn, did not bother to mingle, but he could not ignore the man who stood before him. Cesare bowed his head slightly, and Eileen followed suit.


    “We greet the Imperator,” they said in unison.


    Leone’s lips parted slowly. “…Archduke Erzet.”


    Eileen looked at the Emperor with a complicated heart. After the battle for the throne, Cesare had placed Leone upon it. He had always said he intended to make his brother Emperor, but if Cesare had possessed even a sliver of desire for power, the throne would be his. It was clear that Leone now sought to use this trial to diminish Cesare’s authority. This was a dangerous gamble, even for a brother. Eileen, who had witnessed Leone cherish Cesare for so long, could not understand why he had chosen to break their bond.


    The twin brothers stared at each other in silence, a gulf between them. Though born of the same womb on the same day, they were now like strangers. Leone could not find the words to speak, and Cesare only watched his brother with a blank expression. Finally, Leone turned away without a word.


    Everyone took their seats. Leone sat in the judge’s chair, the highest seat. The trial was to be judged by three people: the Emperor himself, and two others selected from qualified senators and representatives. In addition, nobles from prestigious families served as jurors. Eileen’s lawyer was Senon, a knight of the Archduke. Duke Parbellini, as her accuser, sat across from her.


    Eileen swallowed and glanced at Senon, who was wearing glasses and staring straight ahead with a stiff face. He offered her a small, reassuring smile. She forced the corners of her lips upward in return and looked back at Cesare, hoping for one last glance. But he was staring straight ahead at Leone. As if waiting, their eyes were about to meet, but Leone announced the start of the trial and she quickly looked away.


    “Let the trial of Eileen Elrod Carl Erzet begin.”


    Following the Emperor’s declaration, Duke Parbellini was the first to speak, stating the charges against the defendant.


    “The Duchess Erzet has violated the Empire’s national law and manufactured drugs.” He looked around the hall with a confident gaze, trying to sway them with his words. “As you all know, it was Archduke Erzet who passed the drug law. It is clear that he held the wedding in haste to conceal the Duchess’s crime so that she might be granted an indulgence.”


    His voice echoed throughout the hall, which was as quiet as a mouse.


    “However, the act of attempting to drug the people of Traon is a grave crime, one which should not be pardoned. Since they have established a pharmacy in the name of the Erzet Archduchy and are selling medicine to the people, they should be punished more severely.”


    He turned his gaze to Eileen. He stared at her, then his lips curled. “The Duchess Erzet should be sentenced to death and put on the guillotine.”


    The courtroom buzzed at the mention of the death penalty. But Duke Parbellini was not finished. “Furthermore, Archduke Erzet condoned this, and so it is right that he be stripped of his authority as Commander-in-Chief.”


    He turned to Cesare, his imposing gaze daring him to show a single emotion. Eileen’s head turned to Cesare without her even realizing it. He showed no change in expression, his eyes fixed on her. He seemed to be looking for a sign of fear.


    ‘Of course I’m afraid.’


    She had not expected Duke Parbellini to be so aggressive, and the fact that he was also attacking Cesare’s military power only intensified her fear. But this was a trial she had to win, no matter what. Eileen overcame her terror and looked ahead, unwavering.


    “The defendant should respond to the plaintiff’s claim,” the judge said, his voice dry.


    Eileen slowly rose from her seat, gathering the hem of her dress as she did so. She took a deep breath. She had judges in front of her and dozens of nobles behind her, their gazes like sharp arrows. When she had been a student at Palerchia University, presentations had been her greatest weakness. Her introverted nature made it difficult for her to speak in front of others. But now was the time to find a courage she did not possess.


    “The medicine I researched is a painkiller based on opium.”


    When Eileen so readily admitted to the crime, a murmur, a very different kind from before, rippled through the courtroom.


    “But it is a medicine for the Empire. It was created for those whose pain cannot be relieved by other medicines, to help soldiers who have suffered severe injuries. Also, for patients with serious illnesses…”


    “Is it permissible to use opium?” Duke Parbellini shouted, his voice full of outrage.


    Eileen flinched. Her father’s shouting had made her afraid of loud, angry men. The judge immediately warned Duke Parbellini. Eileen calmed her surprised heart and continued.


    “…It is a useful medicine. The poppy has long been used as a painkiller. I do not believe we should ignore the beneficial effects of an ingredient simply because opium is harmful.”


    “Can you prove the efficacy of this drug?” the judge interrupted, his tone impatient.


    Senon immediately rose. “As her lawyer, I will…”


    It was then that the courtroom doors, which should have been firmly closed, opened. All eyes in the room turned to the back.


    “I apologize for my lateness.”


    Eileen’s lips parted in surprise. A pale, haggard man stood in the doorway. It was Count Domenico.


    He spoke, his voice cracked with sorrow. “Honorable judges, I request to testify as a witness for Eileen Elrod Carl Erzet.”
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    The entire courtroom was stunned by Count Domenico’s appearance. The jurors and audience were not merely there out of curiosity; this trial was set to determine the fate of the Empire itself. The outcome would either prove the downfall of the Erzet family, or see them shake off their disgrace and emerge stronger than ever. Everyone present had paid close attention to every detail of the case, and they had all been informed of the Countess’s death. They had simply assumed that the Count, so well known for his love of his wife, would not attend as a witness. And yet, here he was, a man who should have been consumed by grief, standing in the courtroom.


    ‘…’


    Duke Parbellini’s eyes narrowed. He had thought the Countess’s death would make things easier, but now the situation had become complicated. He swallowed a curse as he looked at the Duchess of Erzet. Her eyes were wide, her face full of shock; she had clearly not expected the Count to come. The Duke couldn’t understand it. Was testifying for the Duchess more important than the death of a wife he had loved so much? He found it even more baffling because he knew how steadfastly neutral Count Domenico had always been; he was not a man who was loyal to Archduke Erzet. The Duke carefully examined the Count. His complexion was worse than it had been at the last Grand Council, and it was easy to see from his bloodshot eyes how much he had wept. He looked as if he could collapse at any moment. And yet, even in his grief, his eyes were sharp. They were the eyes of a general who had made a desperate resolution, despite having only wielded a pen in his life. Duke Parbellini sneered inwardly, but at the same time, he felt an instinctive unease. As this unpleasant feeling washed over him, Count Domenico stepped into the witness stand and took his oath.


    “I swear to God that I will only speak the truth.”


    Then, in a calm voice, he confessed to his own crime.


    “I gave my wife painkillers made with opium by Archduchess Erzet.”


    His words shocked everyone in the courtroom. He had no indulgence, yet he so readily admitted to a crime. Murmurs of confusion spread as people wondered why he would throw himself into the fire.


    “As her illness grew worse, no painkiller could relieve my wife’s suffering. I had to watch her in agony, helpless. But she was saved when she was given the painkiller made by the Duchess. Because of that medicine…”


    Count Domenico paused, his voice thick with emotion. For the first time since he had entered the courtroom, he looked at Eileen. His bloodshot eyes held a weak smile.


    “My wife was able to leave this world in peace today.”


    Eileen’s heart dropped. She felt as if she knew everything the Count had endured just from looking at that fragile smile. He paused to calm his emotions, then turned his gaze back to the judges.


    “I will gladly accept the punishment for violating Imperial Law,” he said, his voice now strong. “But I dare to swear, in the name of Domenico, that the painkiller made by the Archduchess will save many others from suffering.”


    He had finished his testimony. The courtroom was silent, no one daring to speak. Senon quickly requested to speak, and the judge, who had been dazed by the Count’s shocking testimony, belatedly granted his request. Senon confidently rose, but he could not say a word.


    “Archduchess Erzet.”


    Leone had pointed directly at Eileen, his blue eyes frozen with a coldness.


    “How will you justify the fact that you took Imperial Law so lightly, believing in an indulgence?”


    He had cut off Senon, knowing that if the knight’s eloquence was added to the mood shaken by the Count’s testimony, he would lose control of the situation. Having known her since she was a child, Leone understood Eileen’s nature. He must have believed that if he pressured her, she would fail to answer properly.


    But Eileen was no longer afraid. The piercing gazes no longer bothered her. Count Domenico had created this opportunity for her, and she could not let his sacrifice be in vain.


    “I never took the law lightly. I understand the severity of it, but I made the medicine because I believed it was absolutely necessary,” she said, looking straight into the Emperor’s eyes.


    Leone’s eyebrows twitched. Eileen, speaking as the creator of Morpheus, continued with conviction.


    “The war is over, but the soldiers who fought for Traon are still suffering. To properly treat them… even if it leads to death, a new painkiller is desperately needed. The Narcotics Act was created to prevent harm to the Empire. Opium is a narcotic, but if it is used correctly, for the purpose of treatment…”


    “I am not interested in the Duchess’s painkiller,” Leone said, cutting her off again. “No matter how great a medicine it is, the fact that a crime has been committed does not disappear. Does the Duchess mean she will not accept any punishment?”


    Just as Eileen was about to speak, a low voice interrupted the Emperor.


    “I will take that crime.”


    Though he had spoken without permission, no one dared to stop him.


    Leone murmured, as if in agony, “Archduke…”


    Cesare slowly rose to his feet. His tall frame was now visible to everyone. The numerous medals on his military uniform shone brightly, each one a testament to his service as the Sword of Traon.


    “Deprive me of my authority as Commander-in-Chief,” he said calmly.


    Leone’s eyes widened, and Duke Parbellini shot up from his seat. Everyone in the courtroom was shocked, but Cesare remained serene. His deeply sunken crimson eyes stared directly at Leone.


    “The reason I supported the Duchess’s research was because I believed it was also a way to protect Traon.”


    There were no elaborate words or emotional appeals. He was merely stating a simple truth. Cesare grabbed his most brilliant medal, a golden cross that commemorated the great victory of Kalpen. He tore it from his uniform, not caring that the fabric ripped.


    “But as Your Majesty said, a crime cannot be erased. Therefore, as her husband and Archduke, I will take her crime upon myself.”


    He walked to the judges’ stand and placed the medal in front of the Imperator.


    “I request permission for the Duchess’s painkiller, Morpheus. The Erzet family will bear all damages caused by it, and I will also relinquish the position of Commander-in-Chief.”


    A faint, twisted smile appeared on Cesare’s lips. He uttered a word that did not suit him.


    “I deeply regret violating Imperial Law.”


    Leone, who had been frozen in place, slowly looked down at the medal. He stared at it for a long time, then turned to Duke Parbellini. The Duke, who had been standing, belatedly parted his lips. He had never imagined a situation in which Cesare would willingly give up his power. He could not find the words to speak. The judges were no different. Cesare’s actions should have been met with a warning, but they could only hold their breath, hoping his crimson eyes would not turn to them.
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    Cesare’s dismissal from his position as Commander-in-Chief was exactly what Duke Parbellini had wanted. He had intended for the Emperor to seize control of the Imperial Army that Cesare had so carefully built. Of course, he had anticipated a fierce resistance from Cesare. He had planned to use the trial to utterly dismantle the Erzet family’s honor, to turn the people of the Empire against their hero. He had planned to use that moment of public turmoil to move against Cesare, but…


    No one could have ever predicted that Archduke Erzet would willingly step down from his position. Duke Parbellini felt Leone’s gaze on him, but he avoided his eyes, instead frantically scanning the courtroom. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed hard, a dawning realization twisting in his gut. The more he looked at the faces of the jurors and the audience, the more he knew something was terribly wrong.


    Their faces were etched with pure shock. While some of them may have secretly hoped for Cesare’s downfall, they had never imagined it would happen this way—that he would voluntarily give up his military might. It was not the Empire abandoning its Archduke, but the Archduke abandoning the Empire. This was bound to come as a shock. The people had always taken it for granted that Archduke Erzet would protect Traon.


    Moreover, the jurors and audience had already been swayed by the Duchess’s painkiller. Count Domenico, a man renowned for his love for his wife, had abandoned her funeral to rush to the courtroom and testify, risking punishment for himself. And now, Cesare was giving up his military command. The people could not help but wonder: just how miraculous was this drug, that the Speaker of the Senate and the Archduke would sacrifice so much to protect it? The thought that Morpheus might truly be a drug that would change history had taken hold of their minds.


    Duke Parbellini, realizing his mistake, tried to regain control, to shift the focus of the trial back to the Duchess’s alleged crime. He tried to signal the judges, but before he could, Leone spoke.


    “Is that truly what the Archduke desires?” the Emperor asked, his voice shaking with a barely contained fury. “To abandon the Empire for the sake of a mere woman!”


    His voice, usually so gentle, was a roar that echoed throughout the courtroom. Cesare replied with a twisted smile.


    “Is that not what Your Majesty desired?”


    Leone was about to shout again, but Duke Parbellini hurriedly stopped him, glaring at the judges and urging them to continue.


    Eileen, who had been silent all this time, felt her lips tremble. Cesare had been a soldier his entire life; if he was not the Commander-in-Chief of the Traon Empire, who could be? Yet he had given up the glory he had spent his life building. Her vision blurred, and she wanted to speak, but a hand grasped her arm, a strong grip that stopped her from moving. She looked to the side. Senon shook his head, a stern look on his face. He then requested permission to speak in defense of the Duchess.


    Amidst the chaos, the trial resumed, though few were truly focused. Senon, sweating profusely under the Emperor’s furious gaze, stood his ground. He spoke of the petitions submitted by the professors of Palerchia University and the efficacy of Morpheus, persuading the judges and jurors.


    The jury returned a verdict of “not guilty,” but the three judges unanimously declared her guilty. They did not, however, impose the death penalty. Instead of a pardon, they stripped Archduke Erzet of his military authority and conditionally permitted the production and sale of Morpheus to proceed under state supervision.


    After the trial, the Archduke and Duchess were the first to leave. Reporters, having already received the verdict, rushed forward, but they were restrained by soldiers. The people gathered outside murmured as they saw the empty spaces on Cesare’s chest where his medals had been torn off. The meaning of it would be known throughout the Empire before the day was over.


    Eileen was pushed into the car, trying to avoid the crowd. Cesare escorted her and skillfully guided her to the inner seat, then sat beside her. They had finally escaped the madness of the courthouse. The vehicle headed for the Erzet residence, but only Eileen would remain there; Cesare was scheduled to return to the Imperial Palace immediately to handle matters related to his dismissal. Rotan was driving the car, a job usually reserved for a driver, but today he had taken the wheel himself for safety.


    Once they were away from the crowd, the car fell silent. The air was warm, but Eileen felt cold. Cesare, who had been looking out the window, asked as if tossing a stone into a still pond: “Are you angry?”


    Eileen, her head bowed low, asked back, “Why did you do that?”


    She didn’t expect him to answer. She already knew what he would say. Instead of waiting, she whispered, “I… resent you, Cesare.”


    His red eyes flickered. He had probably expected her to cry or to blame herself, but not this.


    “If you throw everything away as if it’s truly all over…” The sight of him sacrificing himself was a punishment for Eileen. The torn marks on his uniform were like gashes in her own heart, each one confirming his impending death.


    She bit her lip, trying to speak clearly, to calm her ragged breathing. Suddenly, Cesare pulled her toward him. She fell into his embrace, and he kissed her without a word. Only then did she realize she had been on the verge of hyperventilating. He was breathing life back into her. Held tightly in his arms, she slowly regained her composure.


    “Hngh…”


    He did not let go. He kissed her deeply until she felt a slight pain, then he broke away. Her lowered eyes met his crimson gaze, which had been on her the entire time.


    “Eileen,” he said, gently stroking her cheek. “Are you going to visit the temple?”


    She gasped softly. She wondered if Rotan had told him, but Cesare just chuckled and said he had simply guessed.


    “Go,” he said, giving his permission readily.


    Eileen blinked, unable to believe her ears. Why would the man who so hated her efforts to save him so willingly send her to the temple?


    “Rotan, I’m entrusting Eileen to you,” Cesare said, giving a short instruction to the driver.


    “Yes, Your Excellency.”


    Cesare smiled, releasing her from his arms. He brushed a stray strand of hair from her face. “I’m not throwing everything away for you, Eileen. It’s actually the opposite.”


    He leaned in close, his voice a low whisper. “Today is the day I intend to give you everything.”
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    Eileen could not understand his words. But Cesare had not said them for her to understand. He stopped the car midway through their journey, before they arrived at the Erzet residence, and transferred to another car that was waiting for him. Eileen, left with Rotan, watched him go, feeling a subtle unease cling to her heart.


    ‘Should I have held onto him?’


    Cesare had given her an opportunity to go to the temple, and she knew she should go, but still, she felt a profound anxiety.


    “Sir Rotan…” she said, her voice weak.


    He was the most trusted of all four knights, and Cesare had left him by her side. In normal times, she would not have thought twice about it, but now even that was a source of anxiety. Eileen anxiously bit her lip. Rotan, in the driver’s seat, offered her a simple answer.


    “Shouldn’t you go to the temple?”


    His words were true. No matter what Cesare was doing, finding a way to save him was her priority. Nothing was more important than that. Eileen steeled her heart.


    “There’s something I want to take with me,” she said.


    She always carried the pocket watch, but the winged lion’s feather was at the residence. Now that she had Cesare’s permission to go to the temple, she would take it with her. The plan she had in mind was something the original Eileen would never have done. But at this point, she had to cling to even the slightest possibility.


    “We will head straight to the temple,” Rotan said. He would not allow her to go to the residence. Instead, he had a trusted subordinate bring the feather. While they waited, he explained the situation to her in a calm voice. “As you know, it is no longer possible to receive support from the Imperial Army.”


    Since Cesare had given up his military authority, he could no longer command the Imperial Army. Rotan explained that the knights had also submitted their resignations today, all of them becoming civilians. To think that these men, who had lived their entire lives as soldiers, would now shed their uniforms… and all because of her. Eileen’s heart felt as heavy as a lump of iron.


    “I won’t be able to see you in uniform from tomorrow…” she murmured.


    Rotan simply smiled without answering. He spoke to her in an even softer voice. “Therefore, as I believe it will be difficult for me to serve you alone, I have hired another escort.”


    Eileen tilted her head, confused. Cesare was always so careful about the people he placed by her side, selecting them under the strictest rules. But now, a new escort?


    “Their identity is clean,” Rotan said, carefully choosing his words. “And their skills are… certain. I have confirmed it myself.”


    Eileen was still wondering at the strange situation when a tall woman with nimble, quiet steps approached the car. She opened the door and immediately took the passenger seat, then turned and gave a simple greeting to Eileen, who looked at her with a surprised face.


    “I’m Alessia, and I’ll be your escort from today.”


    Alessia was her new escort. Eileen was happy and relieved, but a new worry immediately took hold. She knew Alessia was skilled from their time at the tavern, but surely Malena, a famous dancer, also needed a trustworthy bodyguard? She wondered if Alessia had been forced to leave, but then she remembered Malena’s words from their last meeting: “Was there any discomfort in having her by your side?” It seemed Malena had already made all the arrangements, entrusting Eileen to the person she trusted most.


    ‘How can I ever repay her?’ she thought. She had been receiving too much help from Malena. Her heart was a complicated mix of overwhelming gratitude and deep concern. But first, she decided, she would simply accept Malena’s kindness.


    “Please… take care of me,” Eileen said, catching herself just before she said something too formal.


    Alessia replied with a simple, “Yes.”


    A moment of silence passed, and then Alessia and Rotan’s eyes met. Alessia’s gaze seemed almost rude, and Rotan met it without flinching. Their faces were impassive, and Eileen felt a sudden fear. ‘They might actually be angry with each other.’ She knew that Rotan had held Malena hostage on the day they left the tavern, and now, judging by Rotan’s words, he had confirmed Alessia’s skills for himself. The two of them must have fought.


    Eileen stared at them, filled with anxiety. Fortunately, after a brief exchange, Alessia turned her head first.


    “I look forward to working with you, as well,” Alessia said, greeting Eileen again.


    Soon after, a messenger from the Erzet residence delivered the lion’s feather. With the feather in hand, the car departed for the temple of Morpheus, the god of dreams.


    The temple was located on the outskirts of the capital. It was a small and charming place, and today, it was empty. Everyone’s attention was focused on the trial, and so no one had come to pray. It was a fortunate thing for Eileen.


    As Alessia moved to open the car door, she stopped, closing it again. Eileen, who was hugging the glass case containing the feather, looked up at her, frozen. Alessia leaned down to make eye contact with Rotan in the driver’s seat, a silent gesture passing between them. Rotan nodded and turned to Eileen, his voice soft.


    “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said, but then he pulled out a pistol. “Please wait a moment.”


    The atmosphere made her feel very worried, and she clutched the glass case tightly, frozen in place. Rotan gave her a bright smile.


    “Would you mind closing your eyes for a moment?” he asked.


    She knew to listen to him. Eileen squeezed her eyes shut. Not long after, a gunshot rang out. Eileen flinched as the thunderous sounds filled the air, one after another. But they did not last long. Just as she counted to one hundred in her mind, the car door opened again.


    Blood was splattered on Alessia’s face. She wiped it away with the back of her hand, her eyes meeting Eileen’s. “You can get out now.”


    Eileen got out of the car, trembling. Rotan, who had been standing at a distance, approached with quick steps.


    “Are you alright?” he asked.


    “Yes…” she stammered, walking toward the temple. “What’s going on? Is Cesare alright…?”


    “There’s nothing to worry about,” he said, his voice firm. “Please believe me, Eileen.”


    Since he did not seem to want to explain, Eileen did not ask again. She simply nodded.


    The temple of Morpheus was much smaller than the Pantheon, but it was well-maintained. The priests, who had been hiding from the gunshots, screamed as soon as the door opened, afraid they would be shot as well. When they saw the Duchess of Erzet, their faces went blank. They rubbed their eyes as if seeing a ghost.


    “Are you… Archduchess Erzet?” they asked, their voices full of doubt.


    Eileen nodded. The priests looked even more confused. With the entire Empire shaken by the trial, they could not understand why the Duchess would have come to the temple. Moreover, the relationship between the Erzet family and the temple had never been good.


    Eileen showed them the glass case she was holding in her arms. The winged lion’s feather inside scattered a dazzling golden light. She spoke to the dazed priests.


    “I am going to offer a burnt offering to the god here.”
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    The priests froze, their eyes wide with shock. Then, they flatly refused Eileen’s request.


    “We cannot allow this.”


    They made no attempt to hide their anger. “To perform a burnt offering for personal reasons… and so suddenly. It is one thing to disregard the temple, but this is an outrage!” They vehemently criticized the Erzet family’s arrogance. A burnt offering was a sacred rite, one that had to be prepared with great care. The altar used at the hunting festival had been prepared months in advance, every branch and flower meticulously chosen. But to simply barge in and demand a burnt offering immediately… even as the Duchess, such rudeness could not be tolerated.


    At their refusal, Eileen bit her lip. She understood their position, but she was at her wit’s end. She did not have months to wait. Instead of backing down, she spoke in a low voice.


    “Lord Rotan.”


    There was a reason she had intended to bring him to the temple. Rotan understood her meaning immediately. He took a pistol from his coat and pressed the muzzle against the forehead of the priest in front. The gun, having been fired not long ago, was still warm. Rotan’s voice was curt.


    “Prepare the altar.”


    The priests, who had been raging just moments before, instantly became docile. Their faces pale, they stammered, “The temple will formally protest to the Erzet ducal family…” But they offered no further argument. The temple was small, and there were few guards, and even those who were present were too afraid of Rotan to move. They, too, had heard the gunfire outside.


    The priests, offering only a flimsy resistance, began to prepare for the burnt offering. The guards were relegated to helping them carry the offerings. They carefully piled sandalwood and flowers on the altar, the fragrant scent filling the air. Eileen, still clutching the glass case, watched them work. Rotan, who had been guarding her in silence, suddenly asked, “What will you offer as a sacrifice?”


    “My blood,” she said.


    Rotan’s face immediately darkened. “Is that all you are offering?” he asked, his voice heavy. He and the other knights had lived lives far removed from the gods. They knew little of burnt offerings, but they knew that a live sacrifice had to be offered. He was worried that Eileen might make some extreme choice. He wanted to stop her from offering her blood, but now she was his master, and he could not disobey her.


    Eileen looked up at him. She saw the chaotic mix of hope and fear in his eyes. He hoped she could save Cesare, but he also worried that she might make a bad choice for Cesare’s sake. Rotan had a fierce expression, his large frame and burn scars making him look intimidating, yet in this moment, his eyes were as fearful as a child’s.


    Eileen answered for him. “I don’t intend to die.”


    ‘Not yet,’ she thought to herself.


    While away from the residence, Eileen had devoured books on the gods. She had read the myths and stories of the burnt offerings performed by the founding Emperor, and she had also watched Cesare perform one in her dream. She knew he had offered humans as sacrifices to summon the gods. So she had decided to take the biggest gamble of her life: she would summon the gods by offering herself as a sacrifice. She didn’t intend to give up her life just to call them. If a deal could be made, perhaps, but to simply die for the sake of it would be meaningless.


    ‘Perhaps the gods are interested in me.’ The gods had sent her dreams and had caused the Pantheon to collapse. She had already come into contact with them once before. She judged that it was worth gambling on this slim possibility. She wasn’t confident she could perform the offering on her own, so she had sought out the temple to follow the proper form of the ritual with the help of the priests, just as Cesare had done in front of the Pantheon.


    Eileen looked at the lion’s feather inside the glass case, its golden light softly glowing. The words that had been buried deep in her heart spilled out. “Lord Rotan, I’m actually very scared.” Her fingertips, gripping the glass case, were pale and white. “I’m so afraid that even this might be meaningless…”


    What if she could not summon the gods? She was willing to do anything, but she might not have time to find another way. Eileen revealed her deepest feelings. “It still feels like a dream, that Cesare would do all of this for me.”


    Rotan, who had been listening silently, finally spoke. “Eileen has always been an exception to His Grace.” He cast his gaze at the altar, where the priests were chanting prayers and carefully piling sandalwood. “I am certain that you will be able to do it.” There was an inexplicable conviction in his honest and clumsy words. Eileen’s lips parted slightly, then pressed back together.


    “Thank you, Lord Rotan.”


    With his words, she was able to wait for the ceremony to begin with a little less fear.


    The burnt offering required a meticulous preparation. By the time all was ready, the sun had already set, its crimson light dyeing the world. Following the guidance of the priests, Eileen stepped up to the altar and placed the lion’s feather on the pile of sandalwood and flowers. The priests chanted their prayers and lit the altar. Flames immediately leaped up, their heat so intense that her skin felt as if it were burning. The sacred relic disappeared completely.


    The priests let out faint groans of regret. Eileen, ignoring their suffering, rolled up her sleeves for the next offering. Her white arm, with its fine veins, was revealed. She took the dagger handed to her by the priests and paused to catch her breath. Then, without hesitation, she cut her palm.


    The blade felt like ice, and then a searing, burning pain spread. It was so hot that tears welled in her eyes. She thought of Cesare, of how he had cut his own palm many times. Even if his body healed itself, he must have felt this pain. ‘He must have been in so much pain.’ He must have suffered so much more than her, who had only cut herself once. She swallowed her tears and tilted her hand, letting her blood drip into a bowl the priests held below. The bloodletting continued until she began to feel dizzy.


    As the priests poured her blood onto the altar, the flames did not subside. Instead, they burned even more fiercely. The priests exchanged glances, bewildered by the strange phenomenon. Eileen took out the pocket watch, the one she had given him and received back, and ran her finger over its smooth surface one last time before she threw it into the flames. As the flames licked and consumed it, Eileen clasped her hands together to offer a prayer.


    “Gods!” the priests screamed, dropping to their knees.


    Rotan and Alessia’s eyes widened. The flames had turned to a brilliant gold, a sacred fire, a sign that the gods had come. The priests wept tears of joy, praising the moment of the miracle. But Eileen could not share in their joy. She heard a sound that no one else could hear: the faint, steady ticking of a clock, and an incomprehensible laugh.


    A shiver ran down her spine. She knew, with a terrible certainty, that this was not a good sign. Just then, the temple door burst open. The priests, enraged by the interruption, turned to scold the intruder. But the man who had burst into the temple did not care. He was too consumed by what he had just seen. He shouted without even noticing the golden fire.


    “Archduke Erzet has launched a rebellion!”
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    Cesare remembered the moment he decided to kill the late Imperator. It was when Eileen was a child of twelve. The kidnapper, a vile man, had lured her with promises of candy and fascinating plants, knowing her innocent curiosity and love for such things. When the news of Eileen’s abduction reached Cesare, he was at the forefront of the war. He was only nineteen, but he had already surpassed all the veteran soldiers, a commander in all but name. The Marquis Menegin, the official commander of the Imperial Army, was well aware of Cesare’s power and coveted it. He used Cesare’s abilities to his advantage, yet he was always looking for a flaw to bring him down.


    It was during this time that the news of Eileen’s kidnapping arrived. No one else cared for the child of a humble family, but Cesare immediately deserted the front lines. He arrived in the capital and, with the help of his knights, found her quickly. After handing the kidnapper over to his men, Cesare went straight to the old, dirty warehouse where she was being held. He opened the door, and there she was, her face streaked with tears, looking up at him as if he were a god. Incredibly, her first question to him was not one of gratitude, but of bewilderment.


    “Why did you come…?”


    It was only then that Cesare realized his actions had been completely irrational. He had not understood what had driven him to abandon the battlefield until he stood before her, confirming her safety.


    “I wonder,” he said. “Why did I come?”


    He stared at her for a long time, observing the being who had become an incomprehensible part of his life, but he could find no answer. Even as he was being flogged by the Imperator for his desertion, he thought of her. And after much deliberation, he came to a conclusion. He simply wanted to protect Eileen. But his actions had put her in danger. The Imperator, who regarded Cesare as his other self, was also plagued by an inferiority that made him mentally unstable, and there was no telling what he would do to the child. To protect her, Cesare knew he had to take up a different kind of sword. That day, he decided to kill his father for her.


    The method he chose to assassinate the Imperator was poison. His father, aging and in decline, was obsessed with maintaining his vigor. He swallowed all kinds of vitality boosters, and it was ridiculously easy to slip a drug into one of them. The Imperator, knowing the harm, was intoxicated by the drug’s temporary pleasure. He quickly became addicted and slowly began to fall ill. Cesare, adjusting the dosage so his father would not collapse too quickly, built up his own power. He expanded the military, making the people of the empire respect and fear the soldiers. And when all was ready, he killed his father.


    The old Imperator’s last day was a wretched one. As if he sensed his end, he could not sleep. He lit up the entire Imperial Palace like daytime, trying to drive away the shadows. But when he saw the red light of the flames, he screamed like an animal, begging for the fire to be put out. He dismissed all his servants and lay down in his bedroom, holding only his favorite young lover, unaware that the lover had replaced the incense in the brazier with a poisonous herb that would cause seizures when combined with the drugs that were already in the Imperator’s body.


    Cesare went to the bedroom to confirm his father’s end. The Imperator was foaming at the mouth, convulsing on the bed as he glared at Cesare. “Son…” he choked out, reaching for him. Cesare looked down at his dying father.


    “Didn’t you say to settle grudges thoroughly?” he said, glancing at the Imperator’s lover. “You also said that you should know how to command your inferiors.”


    At his son’s words, the father’s lips trembled. “That damn bitch… because of me…” But Cesare merely smiled faintly. The father’s eyes fell into a despair so profound it was heartbreaking. He begged his son for his life, his last words a pathetic plea. “Save me…”


    Cesare watched the light fade from the old Imperator’s eyes. His death was announced as a result of drugs, and the civil war of the Traon Empire began. Cesare won with Leone and seized the throne, but he immediately handed it over to his brother. He had always intended for Leone to be the Emperor. He had no regrets, for he never wanted to be Imperator in the first place.


    But now, things were different. Cesare needed the throne.


    “Cesare…” Leone said, his voice thick with emotion.


    Cesare listened to his brother’s excuses. “I couldn’t help it,” Leone said. “Duke Parbellini is strongly opposed because of previous events… taking away your military power was meant to be a very brief, symbolic gesture, but you resigned first like that…!”


    “Your Majesty,” Cesare said, stopping Leone’s words. “Please sign it.”


    Next to the document that stated Cesare Traon Carl Erzet was dismissed from his position, there was a box containing all his medals. Leone gasped and took the fountain pen, signing his name where the Imperator’s seal was stamped.


    [Leone Traon Carl Imperator]


    The moment he finished, he threw the pen from his hand, the clatter echoing in the silent room.


    “If you wait a little while… I’ll reinstate you,” he said.


    Cesare simply smiled. They both knew it was a lie. Duke Parbellini would not miss this opportunity and would turn on Cesare. Cesare was now reminded of the late Imperator in his brother, a man who regarded him as his alter ego, yet was consumed by an inferiority that was now leading him down a dark path.


    Cesare paid his last respects to the Emperor, then turned and left, even though Leone called to him. The uniform without the medals felt unfamiliar, the empty spaces on his chest a constant reminder of what he had given up.


    “Your Excellency,” Senon said, waiting outside the audience chamber. He was wearing a suit instead of his uniform, his eyes filled with both tension and anticipation.


    Cesare unbuttoned his uniform as he walked down the corridor. “All preparations are complete,” Senon said.


    Cesare unbuttoned the rest of his uniform, then took off his jacket and threw it on the floor. He stood in only his shirt and vest.


    “Let’s begin now,” he commanded.


    He was going to take down the Imperator for the second time.
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    “Damn it…!”


    Duke Parbellini cursed as he reached his private chamber in the Imperial Palace. His attendant, walking behind him, nervously looked around. The Duke had achieved what he wanted by winning the trial against the Archduchess of Erzet. The Archduke would now relinquish his military authority and his title as Commander-in-Chief. This would surely be a fatal blow to the man who had built his power around the military.


    Yet, despite his victory, the Duke felt no joy, only a bitter sense of defeat. The judges had declared her guilty, but the jury had found her innocent. When the trial had ended, there was no anger toward the Erzet family on the faces of the jurors and the spectators.


    ‘The reason I supported the Duchess’s research is because I also considered it a way to protect Traon.’


    The moment Archduke Erzet made that statement and voluntarily stepped down as Commander-in-Chief, he had won the trial. The Archduke had driven the final nail into the coffin for the Imperial citizens who had already been swayed by the Duchess and Count Domenico. And it wasn’t just them whose hearts had wavered. After the trial, Duke Parbellini had spoken with the Imperator and several nobles. The Imperator had been in a daze, and even the nobles who had previously detested the Archduke were in a state of shock. No one had ever imagined that the Archduke would abandon the Empire first.


    Recalling the memory, Duke Parbellini gasped, unable to contain his rage. He took a cigar from his pocket, cut off the end with a cutter, and toasted it. He exhaled smoke, narrowed his eyes, and muttered, “I should have broken him back then.”


    When Archduke Erzet had been away for the Kalpen conquest, it had been the perfect opportunity. He should have used the Duchess, a mere Baron’s daughter, to tarnish his reputation. He could have framed her for being a Kalpen spy and then stepped in to save the day, and he wouldn’t have had to go to court and suffer such a humiliating spectacle. 


    ‘The Erzet family would not have received such a favorable response either.’ 


    The Duchess’s public appearance and the people’s growing affection for her had made everything more difficult.


    ‘If only Kalpen hadn’t fallen…’


    The Archduke, as if gone mad, had beheaded the King of Kalpen and swiftly crushed the resistance led by the Crown Prince, scattering all their spies. It was from that point on that the Archduke, who had lived so quietly like a hunting dog, had suddenly begun to run wild.


    ‘He won’t let this go quietly.’ 


    Being a cunning man, the Duke knew Cesare must be plotting something behind the scenes. Just in case, he was planning to double the number of guards at his residence. The thought of his home brought his daughter to mind. ‘Come to think of it, Ornella has been strange, too.’ She was naturally sensitive and picky, and whenever the Duchess’s name came up, she would fly into a rage.


    “The new drug’s release date is soon, right? Postpone it,” she had said. 


    The Ornella who told him to postpone the new drug had seemed to lack her usual edge. She had been like that ever since she was trapped in the ruined Temple of the Myriad Gods with the Duchess. And then there was Count Domenico, who had even postponed his wife’s funeral to testify… he was acting so strangely.


    He couldn’t understand what it was about the Duchess, with her innocent face, that made everyone around her act so irrationally. After smoking the cigar for a while, the Duke looked out the window. The sun was setting, its red light reminding him of someone’s eyes. He frowned and took out his pocket watch. He had been so consumed with the aftermath of the trial that he had not realized how much time had passed. He felt a pang of hunger, having not eaten all day. He rose from the sofa and ordered his attendant to get ready. “Let’s go home.”


    He was walking into the hallway when he felt something was wrong. A feeling close to alienation. He stopped walking. The attendant, puzzled, stopped as well.


    “Doesn’t something feel off?” the Duke asked.


    The attendant blinked, confused. “I mean, isn’t it too quiet?” the Duke rephrased.


    “Ah… It does seem a bit quieter than usual,” the attendant said, finally sensing the strangeness. “The guards are not visible.”


    The soldiers who should have been guarding every corner of the Imperial Palace were gone. While the Duke and his attendant stood there, the sun began to set even further. The red light covered the entire world, making everything look as if it were soaked in blood. The Duke began to move quickly, then started running, his breath catching in his throat. He couldn’t stop. The Imperial Palace was completely empty, as silent as a forest where all the beasts had hidden themselves.


    The Duke stopped abruptly in front of the main palace. Nobles, as bewildered as he was, stood frozen like stone statues, all of them staring in one direction. The Duke followed their gaze. There stood Archduke Erzet, dressed in only a white shirt. The light of the setting sun dyed him red, as if he had been drenched in blood.


    He moved with the same unhurried pace as when he had entered the courtroom, three men and women following behind him. They were wearing suits, but they were unmistakably the Archduke’s knights. In their hands, they held fully loaded guns, and swords hung at their waists. Behind them, dozens of Imperial Army soldiers in uniform followed, all of them armed in the same way. The Duke could not understand this situation. All weapons were forbidden in the Imperial Palace. Yet they were brazenly carrying guns and swords into the main palace itself.


    The Duke met the Archduke’s eyes. The Archduke looked at him as one would look at an insignificant bug. The Duke, unable to stop himself, took a step back. He opened his mouth, his voice trembling. 


    “Archduke Erzet… what is the meaning of this? How dare you commit such an outrageous act…!”


    A twisted smile appeared on Cesare’s lips. “You said those words to me before,” he said, his voice laced with amusement.


    The Duke stumbled backward, tripped over a step, and fell. At the same moment, the Archduke’s knights stepped forward and restrained him.


    “From today onward,” Cesare said, looking down at the trembling Duke. “I’m thinking of becoming the Imperator, Duke.”
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    Duke Parbellini stood as if his senses had abandoned him, an expression of utter bewilderment etched on his face. This cannot be real. This must be some fever-induced nightmare. He wanted to lash out, to slap himself into reality, but his limbs wouldn’t obey. He couldn’t feel a single ounce of strength in his body.


    “Imperator…” he whispered, the word from Archduke Erzet’s lips repeating in his mind like a mantra.


    The soldiers marched in, their boots a rhythmic and menacing thunder on the palace grounds. A young noble, his mind finally catching up to the scene, screamed out, “You treacherous…!”


    This young man was a rising star among the anti-royalists, a fiery and ambitious figure. But his rage proved futile.


    BANG!


    The pistol’s report echoed. The young noble staggered, then fell, a crimson stain spreading across the marble steps. Cesare didn’t even grant the man a glance. His gaze remained forward, as if nothing had happened.


    The Duke’s mind reeled. He’d been so certain of his victory today. He’d anticipated some form of retaliation from the Archduke, of course, and had prepared for every contingency. But this? A sudden, violent rebellion on the very day of the trial? This was not the Archduke he knew. This was an entirely different man. This is not the Erzet I’ve studied for years. This is not the man I’ve observed and calculated against for so long. The Duke looked at the man he once considered predictable with a new, terrifying apprehension.


    Just as the soldiers advanced relentlessly into the palace, the Imperator himself appeared.


    “Cesare!”


    Leone, the Imperator, looked ashen. A handful of knights followed him, but his expression was one of absolute shock, as if he’d never once imagined this betrayal from his own kin. A pistol trembled in his hand. He aimed it at his brother, his voice cracking.


    “You… you did this to me.”


    Leone’s blue eyes, clouded with anguish, glared at the Archduke. The last rays of the setting sun faded, washing out the fierce color. The Archduke’s knights also raised their pistols, but Cesare simply gestured for them to lower their weapons.


    “Leone,” he said, his voice as steady as a stone. “Drop your weapon and surrender.”


    The command was so cold, so devoid of emotion, that it was as if he were speaking to a common enemy. The Imperator let out a broken, half-sobbing laugh.


    “If this was your plan, you should’ve taken the throne from the beginning! Instead of putting me in this wretched position…” Tears welled in his bloodshot eyes as his laughter grew more manic. “You… you finally turn on your own brother… your own blood…!”


    Leone was a man unraveling, his emotions a tempest he couldn’t control. But Cesare didn’t even flinch. He simply stared at the man he was so calmly and brutally toppling. He looked on as if he were dragging a stranger off the throne, not his own flesh and blood.


    “You are not me, Leone.”


    The words struck Leone, and his eyes widened. He parted his lips, as if to speak, but no coherent thought came out. Instead, a resentful roar escaped him as he pulled the trigger.


    The gunshot was sharp, clear, and final. The distance was short, and Leone, no stranger to firearms, landed a direct shot to Cesare’s heart.


    Blood bloomed across the Archduke’s immaculate white shirt. But a macabre, impossible thing followed. Cesare did not fall. He didn’t even stumble. He just stood there, facing Leone, as if nothing had happened. He looked down at the blood on his chest with a short, incomprehensible smirk, and then he gestured to his knights. The gunfight began. The Imperator’s knights and the Archduke’s forces clashed in a hail of gunfire.


    But Leone’s knights couldn’t fight. They were paralyzed by the horror they had just witnessed. Some of them dropped to their knees, muttering prayers in a daze, calling out to God. He’s not human. How can you fight a man who cannot die? He is immortal, a god! Their will to fight evaporated. One by one, they surrendered, their weapons clattering on the ground.


    Leone was left alone, his eyes unfocused as he whispered, “How…?”


    He begged for an answer, but Cesare offered none. The Archduke’s knights easily overpowered the Imperator, forcing him to his knees beside the terrified Duke Parbellini. The same man who had, only hours ago, stood in the courtroom and condemned his brother was now kneeling in the dirt, tears streaming down his face. It was impossible to tell if they were tears of rage or regret.


    Cesare’s gaze lingered for a moment, then shifted to the sea of nobles gathered before him. Today’s trial had brought the empire’s most powerful figures to the palace, and now they were all trapped. They couldn’t scream, couldn’t run. They could only stand, stunned and silent, at the unbelievable spectacle.


    The final light of the setting sun bled across the horizon.


    “Hear me, Traon Empire,” Cesare’s voice boomed, arrogant and cold. “From this moment forth, I shall ascend to the position of Imperator.”


    He uttered the title of Imperator with such casual ease, as if he were simply taking what was rightfully his. A slight, chilling smile touched his lips.


    “Let those who would stop me, resist.”


    There was no one who could. No one in the entire empire who could stand against him.


    The knights were the first to kneel before their new Imperator, their heads bowed. “Imperator,” they chanted in unison, bestowing the title only the true ruler of the Traon Empire could bear. It was the moment Cesare Traon Carl became Imperator.
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  News of Archduke Erzet’s rebellion spread like wildfire. The empire was already reeling from the shock of his resignation as Commander-in-Chief, but this? A full-blown coup? A cataclysmic shift in power, all in a single day. Some nobles, in a blind panic, tried to flee the capital, but they found all the gates had been sealed. Foreign mercenaries, speaking a guttural, unknown language, blocked their every escape.


  Nobles with private armies in the city tried to resist, but they were cut down before they could even gather their forces. Those who fought back in the streets were slaughtered mercilessly. Duke Parbellini’s forces, the largest private army in the empire, were unable to fight back; their leader was a prisoner in the Imperial Palace.


  The once peaceful capital now echoed with the sounds of gunfire and the tramping of soldier’s boots. The elegant, cobblestone streets were stained with blood. No one dared to walk outside. Citizens hid in their homes, trembling, waiting for the end. Black military vehicles, five in a row, with two escorts in the front and back, sped through the deserted streets.


  In the middle vehicle, Eileen was in a state of utter shock.


  “Archduke Erzet has started a rebellion!”


  She heard the words from a man who’d burst into the temple, and her mind went blank. The brilliant golden sacred flame that had been swirling above her had, the moment the news broke, flickered and died. She hadn’t even noticed, nor had the priests. They were all too stunned by the sheer magnitude of the announcement.


  Eileen slowly turned to look at Rotan. He was completely calm, without a hint of surprise. He motioned to Alessia, who stepped forward to lead Eileen away from the altar. Rotan knelt before her, one knee to the ground.


  “Your Majesty, the Empress.”


  The title felt foreign, unreal. Rotan’s voice was steady and collected. “You must go to the Imperial Palace.”
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    The thought of heading to the Imperial Palace instead of Cesare’s home felt strange, completely wrong. Eileen stood speechless, her eyes fixed on the altar.


    The sacred flame, once a beacon of brilliant golden light, was gone, replaced by a simple, restless fire. The priests, now aware of what had been lost, cried out in despair. They wailed to their god, begging for the miracle to return, believing that if their sacred moment had not been interrupted, everything would have been different.


    But Eileen knew better. She knew that in that fleeting moment, she had been the only one to touch the divine. The sound of a clock ticking, mingled with cruel, malicious laughter, still echoed in her ears.


    A sudden, overwhelming wave of nausea swept over her. She opened her mouth to speak but only managed a ragged, desperate breath. Her body, already weakened by shock and fear, began to give way. Alessia caught her, her strong arms providing the only support Eileen had. Eileen leaned into her, her eyes searching for Rotan.


    “Cesare…” she rasped, her voice barely a whisper. “I need to see Cesare… right now…”


    She had to see him. She had to confirm with her own eyes that he was alive, that his heart was still beating.


    Alessia saw Eileen’s pale face and knew she couldn’t stand on her own. Without a word, she scooped Eileen into her arms as if she weighed nothing at all. Her long, purposeful strides carried them out of the temple in an instant.


    They had arrived in a single vehicle, but now four more were waiting. Rotan placed Eileen in the middle car. He sat in the passenger seat, his hand never leaving the gun on his lap. Alessia sat beside Eileen in the back. The moment the doors shut, they sped off toward the Imperial Palace.


    The streets of the capital were eerily silent. A place usually overflowing with life was completely deserted. The distant sound of gunshots only amplified the terror. But Eileen barely registered it. She only trembled slightly, waiting for the car to stop.


    Alessia kept a constant watch on her, massaging her hands to keep her from panicking. Rotan’s eyes remained fixed on the road ahead. Thankfully, their journey was unobstructed.


    By the time they reached the palace, Eileen was so frail she was a breath away from fainting. Alessia carried her once more, her pace unwavering. Normally, no one would be permitted to enter the palace in such a manner, especially a woman of Eileen’s uncertain status. But the Imperial Palace was no longer a place of normal rules. It was a fortress of uniformed soldiers.


    The soldiers snapped to attention and saluted Rotan as he led the way. He simply gave a casual nod in return, escorting Eileen into the main hall.


    As she entered, she saw him. He was at the far end of the hall, seated on the throne. The distance was great, yet the man sitting there was so clear, so real. He wore the Imperator’s crown, though he was dressed only in a simple shirt. A heavy red cape, embroidered with winged golden lions, was draped over his shoulders.


    The sight of his blood-soaked shirt was a stark contrast to the regal crown and cape. And yet, on him, it all looked right. It looked as if he had been born for this. As if the crown and cape had been made just for him. He was perfect.


    “Put me down,” she whispered to Alessia.


    Eileen began to walk. With every step, her heart felt as though it were crumbling to dust. But she couldn’t deny it. He belonged there more than anyone else.


    Finally, she stood before the throne. Her lips, dry and pale, moved to whisper the most fitting title for the man who sat there.


    “I greet the Imperator…”


    Cesare’s crimson eyes narrowed slightly. “You should call me by my name.”


    From Grand Duke to Imperator, it seemed nothing had changed. But Eileen couldn’t say his name out loud. Not in this place, not with him wearing that crown. Even his brother, Leone, had only ever called him Cesare in private. But now, he was at the very top. Eileen was the only one in the entire empire who could speak his name, and the weight of that truth felt suffocating.


    Cesare rose from the throne and descended to meet her. He pulled her into his embrace. His chest was warm, a solid proof that he was alive. Eileen remained in his arms for a moment, then pulled away, her eyes fixed on the blood staining his shirt.


    She tore at the tattered fabric, desperate to see the wound. It was already healed. Her eyes, filled with fear, looked up at him.


    “Leone shot me,” he said, as if it were a simple fact. He no longer seemed to care about hiding anything. He spoke of a gunshot to the heart as if it were a minor scratch, and instead, his hands went to her, checking the wound on her own palm.


    But a gunshot to the heart was no minor scratch. It should have been a death sentence. The wound, a sign of what should have been her final goodbye, was already gone. She had seen his shoulder heal at the hunting festival, but this was different. The speed of his recovery was terrifying. He was becoming less and less human.


    She trembled, her eyes darting to the spot where the bullet had struck. Cesare pulled her back into his arms, hiding the scar from her sight. Eileen pushed him away, a desperate, feeble attempt to escape his grasp. To her surprise, he actually stumbled back.


    He then lifted her into his arms and carried her to the throne, placing her gently on the seat. Eileen looked at him, bewildered. She, of all people, was sitting on the throne of the Traon Empire. It was a place she never, ever imagined herself. A place that didn’t belong to her.


    He took the imperial crown from his own head and placed it on hers. He then took off the heavy cape and draped it over her shoulders. She looked at him through the tears welling in her eyes. The crown and cape were so heavy, so suffocating. The weight of it all pressed down on her, and she suddenly remembered his words.


    “I’m not giving up everything for you, Eileen. It’s the opposite. Today is the day I intend to give you everything.”


    Now, she understood. He wanted to give her everything, but she didn’t want any of it. All the emotions she had been holding back, all the fear and the dread, rushed to the surface. She sprang from the throne, holding the crown in her hands. She threw it away. She tore the cape from her shoulders and flung it on the floor.


    Eileen glared at him, tears streaming down her face.


    “Eileen,” he said, his hands cupping her cheeks. “Don’t be angry… okay?”


    But she shook his hands away. “I saw the sacred fire in the temple. It burned gold, but… but…!” She couldn’t bring herself to say that she’d heard laughter, the eerie, ticking laughter. But Cesare seemed to already know.


    “Tell me,” she demanded, her voice rising to a shout. “How much time is left?!”


    She screamed at him, her reason lost in a wave of desperation. She had never dared to speak to him this way, to scream, to throw things. But now, she couldn’t stop herself. Even as she clung to him and shouted, he only looked at her calmly.


    Then, he reached out his hand to her. A faint, golden light pulsed at his fingertips.
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    The golden light on his fingertips was the same color as the sacred fire that had burned on the altar. The moment Cesare saw it, he stopped. He tried to pull his hand back, but Eileen seized it, her small hand clutching his as if to keep it from escaping.


    They stood in silence. Eileen’s breathing was ragged and panicked, while Cesare’s was calm, measured. He looked at her, his eyes taking in every detail: her gold and green eyes, her tear-streaked lashes, her small nose and trembling lips. The tears that welled in her eyes glittered like sunlight on water. They were the eyes he cherished, the eyes the bards praised as a fairy’s. He thought of his wish to God—for her to live, for her to survive in a world he would build just for her.


    At first, he thought he could give up everything to save her. But as time went on, his greed grew. He knew he was on borrowed time, yet he wished for just a little more. When it came to her, he was never in control.


    But God knows all. When the Pantheon fell, Cesare was shaken from his selfish desires. He gave up everything for the one thing he wanted most: her survival. If only she lives. If only she lives in the world I made for her… that will be enough.


    But seeing her cry made his resolve crumble. He felt a pain more intense than any bullet wound. How can I comfort you when there are no flowers? He didn’t know. So he just called her name.


    “Eileen.”


    “…No?” she asked, her voice a plea. She held his hand tighter, her body trembling. “It’s not… It can’t be…”


    Her tears began to fall. She was a child again, crying in a field of lilies, and she was in his arms, clinging to him. “No! Don’t… don’t go. Not now. Wait a little longer. What if… what if I offer another sacrifice?”


    Cesare held her, pulling her close. Her warmth was a final comfort. He ran his fingers through her hair, memorizing the feeling, the smell, everything.


    “Don’t go, Cesare. It was my fault. I… I was foolish…” she sobbed, promising she would do anything he wanted, listen to his every word. She even threatened to follow him in death if he died.


    But he knew she wouldn’t. She cherished everything he gave her. She would never recklessly abandon the world he had created. He opened his lips, the golden light burning brighter on his body.


    “If you’ve done anything wrong,” he said, and then he kissed her, her tear-soaked lips, her tear-stained eyes. “It was choosing me in that lily field.”


    He wondered, what if she had chosen someone else? What if she had chosen a knight like Rotan or Diego? Maybe there would have been a different way. But this was the only way he knew. He had given her a life of sorrow, knowing her heart would be torn apart.


    “Other than that… you haven’t done anything wrong.”


    She had not sinned. He felt a deep regret. He should have given her a better final gift than a crown and a cape. But there was no turning back time. The light was growing stronger, and he held her tightly, selfishly, for just a little longer. He wanted to say the things he hadn’t yet said.


    “I love you.”


    She screamed in protest. He smiled, knowing she wouldn’t say it back. It didn’t matter. His deepest wish had been fulfilled. He hugged her, a fierce, final embrace.


    “Live, Eileen.”


    It was over. The golden light, now a blinding inferno, flared for one last moment before it vanished completely. Eileen screamed, shielding her eyes.


    The solid body she had been holding was gone. In an instant, the light that filled the room disappeared. It broke into a million pieces, sparkling like ripples on water, and then they too, were gone.


    The person she had been clinging to was no more. She lost her balance and collapsed.


    “Cesare…”


    She was alone on the cold marble floor.


    “Ce… Cesare. Cesare…”


    There was no answer. She crawled, her body weak with grief. She found the crown she had thrown away and put it back on her head. She wrapped the cape around her shoulders.


    “I was wrong… I’ll do it. I’ll do anything. So…”


    Her desperate pleas scattered in the empty air. The crown, askew on her head, fell to the floor again. She didn’t feel the pain. She just sat there, numb. He really left. Just to save me.


    She tried to think. There had to be a way to bring him back, just as he had saved her. But her mind was dark, blank. A malicious smile appeared in her thoughts. If I make a sacrifice, too… if I sacrifice others, can’t I bring Cesare back?


    Just like him, she would drench the altar in blood. She, who had never wanted to harm a soul, was now consumed by a desire to kill. She wanted to burn her life and the lives of others, if only it would bring him back.


    For the first time, she truly understood his heart, why he had sacrificed his empire.


    Eileen clenched the cloak in her hands and staggered to her feet. She had to do something. Anything. She didn’t know what, but she had to try.


    As she took a step, the door to the hall burst open. Rotan and Alessia rushed in.


    “Your Majesty!” Rotan cried out.


    She opened her mouth, wanting to tell them what had happened. But the words wouldn’t come. They were both kneeling before her now.


    “Are you all right?” Rotan asked. “We heard a scream and came in.”


    “Cesare… has left…” she said, her voice a broken whisper.


    Rotan looked at her, confused. “I’m sorry, Your Majesty. Who is the person who left?”


    He looked to Alessia for an answer, but she only shook her head. From their bewildered eyes, Eileen finally understood. The world he had created was only for her. There was no trace of him left. Not even in their memories.
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    A new Imperator had taken the throne of the Traon Empire. She was a woman from a minor noble family who had, from a young age, risen through the military ranks. They said she earned the soldiers’ trust and commanded four loyal knights. She was the hero who led the empire to an impossible victory against the Kalpen Kingdom, and with the support of the army and the people, she had taken the title of Imperator for herself.


    It was a world riddled with inconsistencies, a story that made no sense. But Eileen was the only one who felt the cracks in reality. No one else seemed to notice. No one remembered that Cesare had ever existed. All the glory he had built, his entire life, was now attributed to her.


    Eileen, who knew nothing of war or command, was hailed as a hero, the savior of the nation. It was as if everyone was deliberately ignoring the holes in the story. They simply patched together the pieces, lifting her onto the throne with a narrative that felt so wrong.


    No matter how she denied it, no matter how many times she screamed that it was Cesare who did all this, they looked at her with complete, unshakeable trust. Even if she abandoned her duties, someone else would step in to take care of the affairs of the state. The nobles, who should have been plotting against her, were strangely compliant. It was truly a world made just for her.


    “The construction of the Triumphal Arch has begun,” Senon announced, his voice filled with pride.


    Eileen, who had been staring out the window of the Imperator’s office, turned to face him. When she did, his face lit up. “Your Majesty’s name will be engraved in the very center of the arch,” he continued. “To commemorate the great victory over Kalpen…”


    Tears welled in Eileen’s eyes. Senon stopped speaking, his joy fading. He stepped closer and offered her a handkerchief, but she didn’t take it. She just let the tears fall, silently.


    He stood there, helpless, until Michele took the handkerchief from his hand and gently dabbed her cheeks. Rotan and Diego watched with somber expressions. The knights, who had come to celebrate, now looked lost and concerned.


    Diego’s face crumpled as he watched her cry. After an exchange of worried glances, Rotan finally spoke for them all. “Are you… still looking for him?”


    Eileen just closed her eyes. She knew it wasn’t their fault, but the question made her want to scream. How could they have forgotten him? Cesare, of all people… Even though she knew it was some trick of the gods, the anger still surged within her.


    She remembered Cesare telling her he wanted to engrave her name on the Triumphal Arch, and she had found it so strange. Now she knew why. He wanted to make sure her existence could never be erased. She had been erased once, and he had been left alone, watching her memory fade. Now, it was her turn. She had no memory of him to hold on to, no small token. He was gone, completely, and only she remembered him. Her memories felt hazy, as if the world’s collective forgetting was infecting her mind.


    Eileen wiped her tears. “I’m going to pray.”


    Her voice was polite, almost hesitant. The knights didn’t question her, didn’t argue. They simply agreed to escort her to the Pantheon. They couldn’t understand her words, her sudden need to pray, but they could see her desperation and decided to indulge her.


    The Imperator of the Traon Empire walked toward the Pantheon, which had been magnificently rebuilt after a disaster. She looked up at the winged lion statue, the symbol of the empire, a creature believed to connect humans and gods. After a long moment, she moved on.


    The Pantheon’s altar was always prepared for a burnt offering, as the Imperator came here every day. The priests dutifully started the flames. Eileen watched the red fire, her eyes unfocused. The flames greedily consumed the offerings, but they did not turn golden.


    “Cesare…” she whispered to the fire.


    I want to die. I don’t want to live in a world without you. Please, let me follow you. The words swirled inside her, but she didn’t utter them. She knew that if she did, she would lose control. She had tried before, grabbing a knife, aiming the blade at her own throat, her wrist. But she couldn’t die. Cesare’s last words, his last command, were like a curse.


    “Live, Eileen.”


    So instead of asking to die, she came to the temple and begged for forgiveness. “I was wrong… Please forgive me…” She pleaded with him, knowing her prayers wouldn’t reach him. If she didn’t, she would go mad. Or maybe she already was.


    She was sobbing at the altar when her vision suddenly went dark. She heard Rotan’s urgent voice. “Your Majesty!”


    She collapsed, her body crumbling to the floor. When she woke, she was in the Imperator’s bed, staring blankly at the ceiling. I fainted. It was no surprise. She hadn’t been eating or drinking properly. She had lasted longer than she should have.


    “Eileen,” a voice said.


    She startled, turning her head. The knights were kneeling on the floor of her bedroom. She hadn’t been called by her name in so long. She was even more shocked by the sight of them kneeling. She sat up quickly, waving her hands. “P-please, get up…”


    Her voice was hoarse, but her meaning was clear. But they didn’t move. Diego looked at her and said, “We will find him.”


    A weak smile touched her lips. It was what she wanted to believe. If she were a little less in control, she would have agreed instantly. But she wasn’t.


    “You can’t find him.”


    He had been erased from the world. If he could be found, she would have used every bit of power he gave her to find him.


    She hated the person who had done this to her. But she also, for the first time, began to understand his love. If he had loved her with the same desperation, he would have done anything to turn back time. Just as she was doing now.


    “Still… we will try. Please give us a chance.” Diego pleaded again.


    Eileen took a deep breath and got out of bed. The knights looked at her in surprise.


    “No. I’ll do it. I… have to do it.”


    She decided to fight. “So, please help me.” She gathered the shattered pieces of her heart and hardened it again. She had to find a way to bring him back, a way that didn’t involve the blood of innocents. It felt impossible, but she had to try. Just as her knights, who had no memory of him, were willing to search for him.


    And when he returned, she wanted to hand him a proper empire, not the mess she had inherited. She would do her best to make it glorious again.


    And so, seven years passed.
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    Eileen’s life as Empress was a picture of perfect grace. With Senon by her side, she navigated the world of politics and law. Rotan and Diego managed the military, while Michele oversaw the Imperial Palace. The knights remained fiercely loyal, and the empire thrived, aided by the medicines Eileen had developed years ago—Aspilia and Morpheus. The empire’s wealth grew from their export, and the people sang her praises.


    But as the empire flourished, the Empress herself withered. Eileen had abandoned her studies of new medicines and her beloved plants. She had lost her passion, her very reason for being. Her only focus was to bring the dead back to life. For seven years, she delved into myths, sought out ancient texts, and even summoned sorcerers. But her desperate search for a way to resurrect Cesare had yielded nothing. As the seventh year began, her hope shattered.


    She wanted to die. She could no longer bear the pain of living. The worst part was that no one remembered him. She had no one to share her grief with, no one who could validate that he had ever existed. It was a lonely, suffocating pain, and her sanity was slowly, inevitably, slipping away.


    She began to see him. She would hear his voice, see his face. She would reach out to hug him, only for her hands to pass through empty air. The hallucinations would fade, and she would laugh at the tragic joke of it all. She knew she was losing her mind, but she didn’t care. It was the only way she could still see him, even if it was just an illusion. It was the only way she could obey his last command.


    She had lost all sense of time, simply floating through the days. Then, suddenly, she came to. She was in the Pantheon, standing before the Altar of Sacrifice. She had fainted. Normally, her knights and staff would have been there, but she had ordered them all away.


    The only sound was the crackling of wood and the scent of burning flowers. She looked down at her hands. She was holding a lily. When did I get this? She remembered bringing it with her that morning, to offer to Cesare. He liked lilies… right? In a world without him, even her memories were suspect. She let out a weak, hollow laugh. It all felt so pointless.


    As she stared at the lily, she tilted her head back. A small dagger sat before the altar, forgotten. It was a blade used for the ritual sacrifices. Sharp objects were never left near her, but someone had made a mistake. She stared at the blade, her mind a fog.


    Then, a voice whispered in her mind. “Live, Eileen.”


    A wave of rebellion washed over her. She had tried. For seven years, she had done her best to live for him. But there was no hope left.


    “I don’t want to,” she rasped.


    Her hand reached out. Just a little further, and she could grab the dagger. Just as her fingers brushed against the handle, a gust of wind erupted from nowhere, knocking the dagger away. It skittered across the marble floor.


    She frowned, bewildered. Then, she saw it. For a split second, the flame on the altar turned golden. She couldn’t have imagined it. It was the same golden color of the holy fire she had seen before. Dozens of questions raced through her mind. Why now? Why did the god intervene? She had tried to harm herself before, but nothing had happened.


    And then she realized. This time, her intent was real. She had truly been ready to defy his last command. She wasn’t just thinking about it; she was going to do it.


    If I die, what happens to the deal?


    A contract that cannot be fulfilled is void. The god must have intervened to prevent her death, to keep the contract valid. It was the only logical explanation. This was her one chance, the only clue she had found in seven years.


    It was a terrible idea, but she had no choice. She had to try. Eileen stumbled over to where the dagger lay. She stood before the altar, her hand shaking as she held the blade high. Cesare’s words echoed in her mind: “To wield the sword without hesitation for my lady.”


    A faint smile touched her lips. She would do the same for him.


    “I ask all the gods of the world,” she said, her voice trembling. “Please… return Cesare.”


    Tears she hadn’t shed in years poured down her cheeks. “I offer the Emperor of the Traon Empire as a sacrifice… Please… save Cesare…”


    With her final plea, she brought the dagger down, hoping to strike before the god could stop her.


    The moment before the blade met her skin, the flames on the altar blazed with a blinding golden light. As she registered the holy flame, the world dissolved, and everything went black.
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    Everything around Eileen shattered, the world collapsing like a mirror. The sight of it breaking into fragments was unreal, almost beautiful. The sharp shards rained down on her, and though their points were aimed at her, she didn’t flinch. Instead, she reached out her hand, a stinging pain like a thorn pricking her finger as she touched a fragment of the collapsing world.


    At the same moment, a new world appeared.


    Eileen stared, her mind unable to comprehend what her eyes were seeing. A lily field, lush and fragrant, spread out before her. In the middle of it, a young version of herself, no more than a child, walked with a trembling face. Eileen’s gaze drifted from the little girl to the man she had yearned for, the one she had searched for in her dreams.


    “Cesare…” she moaned, his name a whisper in her heart.


    The scene from the distant past was repeating itself. But this time, it was different. In her memory, she had been alone. But now, Cesare was there. He ran toward the young girl, scooping her into his arms, his hands trembling as he held her close. The child Eileen, startled for a moment, burst into tears and hugged him back. He held her tight, his breath coming in ragged gasps as he comforted her, his words soft and gentle.


    Eileen watched from the side, a ghost in her own memory. Neither the seventeen-year-old Cesare nor the ten-year-old Eileen noticed her presence. After a long moment, Cesare lifted his head. “Shall we close our eyes for a moment?” he whispered, his voice as sweet as honey.


    The young Eileen obeyed, her eyes squeezed shut. And Cesare took a gun from his coat and shot himself in the head.


    The gunshot echoed, and the world shattered. Eileen, who had been frozen in place, finally let out a piercing scream. She didn’t want to see him die, not even in an illusion. Why am I being forced to watch this?


    She found no answer. Instead, the world showed her another.


    New worlds appeared and were destroyed in a cycle of endless repetition. The events were always the same: Cesare, at various ages, would tell an equally varied version of Eileen to close her eyes, and then he would take his own life. Sometimes with a gun, sometimes with a knife.


    Eileen watched him die over and over, screaming and fighting, but she couldn’t intervene. In this world, she was only an observer, forced to witness his endless deaths. Each one was a new wave of pain. She would not even have time to recover from one death before another was forced upon her. She begged to die in his place, but the worlds were a cruel, unrelenting mirror.


    The change came after countless deaths.


    “Please… I’m so sorry, but can you spare some money? I’ll pay you back, I swear.” The scene was her, begging for money to pay for her mother’s funeral. Cesare grabbed her by the neck and, with a swift movement, snapped it.


    The first emotion she felt as she saw her own death was pure, unadulterated joy. She was finally the one dying, not him. But Cesare’s reaction was strange. He simply held her dead body, his face blank, his breathing ragged, as if something inside him had broken.


    As she watched, a new world appeared, one she didn’t remember. It was a place of darkness, and in it, Cesare held the pocket watch she had given him. The hands, which had been at twelve o’clock, moved to one o’clock.


    Eileen finally understood. She was witnessing the trial God had put Cesare through—the hellish illusion he had endured. Fortunately, Cesare had seen through the trick and changed his approach. He began killing her instead of himself, always with his own hands, as if to make sure nothing else touched her. Eileen felt a wave of relief. If he killed her seven times, he would escape the illusion. She prayed desperately for him to succeed.


    But why did he seem to be in more pain now than when he was killing himself? A dark cloud had fallen over his crimson eyes, eyes that had never shown fear or hesitation. The hand that had so easily snapped her neck now moved slowly, filled with a palpable hesitation.


    The fourth, fifth, sixth deaths… he became more and more distraught. He hesitated to kill her, and began acting in ways she didn’t recognize. She couldn’t understand why he was struggling. He knew it was all fake. He was more rational than anyone else. She was terrified he would make a wrong choice. He had to keep killing her. He had to.


    And then came the last, the seventh time.


    Something was wrong. It was a scene she didn’t remember. A guillotine stood in the town square. A massive crowd cheered, their voices filled with a joyous madness as the condemned prisoner was brought forward. Eileen flinched, the roar of the crowd crushing her. She looked at the condemned prisoner and gasped.


    It was her. A version of her, pale as a ghost, walking to her death.


    This was not a memory. But there was no time to question it. She looked around, her eyes wide with terror. Please. Please, don’t let it be. Please, let my expectations be wrong.


    But they never were. She found him. Cesare was there, watching her illusionary self walk toward the guillotine.


    “It’s fake!” Eileen screamed. “Cesare, that’s just an illusion! It’s not the real me!”


    But her voice didn’t reach him. She shouted in his ear, blocked his path, grabbed his arm. It was all useless. His gaze was fixed on the guillotine. This was his last trial. If he could just endure this, it would be over. He would be free.


    He knew all this better than anyone else. He knew it was God’s trick.


    “No! Cesare!”


    He took a step forward, brushing past her as if she were a ghost, and ran toward the guillotine. He chose to save the illusion. He chose to be trapped in the illusion himself.
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    Eileen watched, trapped and helpless, as Cesare chose to save the illusionary version of her at the guillotine. He declared her his wife and draped his own cloak over her bare shoulders—the red cloak of the supreme commander, worn only in his greatest moments of triumph.


    The condemned prisoner, draped in the sacred garment, looked up at him with a dazed, worshipful gaze. Eileen could see what the illusionary version of herself was thinking: She must have believed he would come to save her. Even as she faced the blade, a small part of her had hoped he would appear. It was a foolish hope, but she couldn’t stop it. 


    Because he always… did.


    Cesare had once told her he had failed to protect her only once. It was a moment that had unfolded before his very eyes in this trial, a moment he couldn’t bear to relive. The most rational man she had ever known had chosen an illusion over reality. He embraced the crying illusion, and in that moment, he looked happy. It was a terrible thought, but there was no other word for it.


    He had only killed her six times, a mere fraction of the endless deaths he had endured himself. Cesare had been crumbling under the weight of his trials, yet he found happiness when he saved the seventh Eileen, even knowing it was a lie. He didn’t want to harm her.


    Eileen reached out her hand, a ghost in her own memory, and caressed his cheek. But her hand passed through him. All she could do was watch.


    Trapped in the illusion, Cesare gave up everything. The title of supreme commander, the position of Archduke, the honor he had built as a hero. He lived a life of quiet peace in a small brick house with the illusionary Eileen, and she finally understood what he had meant when he said he would give her everything. Now, having truly abandoned it all, he was living a peaceful, dream-like life.


    Eileen tried everything to let him know she was there, to break the illusion, but nothing worked. She just existed beside him, a helpless observer.


    Then one day, while he was napping in the garden, she saw assassins approaching. He had become complacent in his peaceful life, and his vigilance was gone. Eileen knew he would defeat them, but she was terrified he would be hurt.


    “Cesare!” she screamed, but he didn’t stir. Desperate, her hand lashed out, hitting an orange tree. She felt a sensation, a faint thud of contact, and her eyes widened. He slowly opened his eyes, his crimson gaze turning toward her. For a moment, she felt a glimmer of hope, but his eyes were empty. He couldn’t see her.


    Instead, she desperately shook the orange tree again. A ripe orange fell, and the thud of its landing seemed to wake him completely. His sleepy eyes cleared, a chill entering them as he registered the assassins around them. He dealt with them swiftly, brutally.


    Eileen hid inside the house, but the illusionary version of herself saw everything. She watched his true, savage nature, the violence he had always hidden from her. But Eileen was not afraid. She knew he fought only for her. She had watched him die a million times, and now the sight of assassins being killed for him didn’t phase her.


    “Please don’t get hurt…” she whispered, as he came back inside.


    As time wore on, Cesare’s world grew smaller. He stopped leaving the garden, and the outside world, along with its people, seemed to vanish. He existed only for Eileen. And Eileen, the ghost, began to feel herself merging with the illusionary version of herself. She started to experience moments where she would become one with the girl in the house.


    She was terrified. But at the same time, she wondered if this was so bad. She had never seen him so happy. Maybe it was better for them both to be trapped in this beautiful lie. She spent more and more time lost in the illusion.


    Then one day, she was lucid again. She was her own self, watching from the outside. She followed Cesare into the study and her eyes fell upon a book on the shelf. It was a book of rare plants, a gift from him when he was a prince.


    The word prince hit her like a lightning bolt. He had been a prince, a supreme commander, a hero, an emperor. He was a man of power and glory. Now he was a man who had abandoned it all, living in a small brick house. Was this truly the best world for him?


    A cold anger filled her chest. She reached for him, wanting to wake him up. Her hand brushed against the bookshelf, knocking the book he had given her to the floor. The sound echoed in the quiet room.


    His red eyes turned and stared directly at her.
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    Eileen held her breath, convinced their eyes had met. This is it. I can get him out of this place.


    “Lord Cesare!” she cried out, her inner voice pleading. “Please, come to your senses! Kill me now! Don’t be trapped here any longer!”


    But the fleeting moment was gone. His gaze broke away, moving to the book on the floor. He knelt, his long fingers tracing the cover before he picked it up and walked out of the room. Eileen followed, her heart pounding.


    She had expected him to kill her right away, but he didn’t. He simply spoke to the illusionary Eileen, and she knew he had felt something. She didn’t have a reason for it, but she was certain. From that moment on, she was able to stay lucid longer, not fully absorbed by the illusion.


    When will he kill me? she wondered, waiting. But he hesitated. He would try to kill her, then stop.


    That night, a storm broke. Rain hammered down, thunder cracked, and lightning lit up the dark sky. The world seemed to be collapsing. Eileen, now merged with the illusionary version of herself, clung to Cesare, terrified of the thunder. He played the piano for her, his music a shield against the storm. As long as he was there, she could endure anything.


    Then, a flash of lightning split the sky, and in the sudden, blinding light, she noticed it. The weather had never been this severe. This peaceful world was supposed to be a gentle place, with only a light drizzle. The storm was a change, a sign that the illusion was breaking. She was suddenly fully lucid again, and still clinging to him. The warmth of his body, the feel of his skin, made her eyes well with tears.


    If I leave, what happens? she thought. He would complete his seventh trial and she would be resurrected. But what about his life, the price he had paid? She had no way of knowing what awaited them. The future was terrifying, but she couldn’t leave him here. The storm was a clear sign that the illusion was no longer safe.


    She slowly pulled away from him. He watched her go, as if he had been waiting for this moment. She called out to him again, a ghost in her own body.


    “Lord Cesare.”


    His eyes, so clear and crimson, were filled with her reflection. She was a mess, tears streaming down her face. She felt like she was always crying in front of him. “Please,” she begged, “kill me.”


    His expression wavered. His eyes grew dark. “How can I kill you?” he whispered. He had killed her six times, yet he couldn’t do it again. She was sobbing now, and he just held her tighter. She took his hand and pressed it to her throat.


    “I miss you,” she choked out, her voice barely audible over the rain.


    He heard her. He looked at her, his expression a mixture of pain and love. “I miss you too, Eileen.”


    In that moment, she finally understood everything. She understood his heart, a heart that had been a mystery to her all her life. He wanted a future for her, a life outside of this eternal prison. He had died countless times in the illusion, and he had killed her six times, and he had done so much that was against his nature, only for her. This was his love.


    “I love you,” she said, the words finally taking shape. She pressed his hand harder against her throat. “I love you, Lord Cesare. I love you…”


    He stood motionless for a long time. Then he gently wiped away her tears. “…Me too,” he said, his voice a broken whisper. “I love you too, Eileen…”


    She smiled. It was enough. She kissed him one last time and closed her eyes. The pain was minimal. Just as he had done before, he made sure she felt nothing.


    She died her seventh death.


    The world went dark, and memories flooded her mind. She realized that every moment she had thought she had been unconscious in the illusion, she had been with him. She had been the illusionary Eileen all along. The god had created this dream to seduce Cesare, a dream so real it was indistinguishable from reality. And now, she had died for the seventh time, and she was free.


    She floated above him, a separate entity. He still held her dead body, calling her name. “Eileen.”


    She answered, but he couldn’t hear her. His crimson eyes were now completely black. He stood like a statue, holding her, then slowly began to move. He stumbled down the stairs and went to the piano. The thunder and lightning raged, the rain beating down on the house. He played the piano, his music a desperate attempt to drown out the storm and her fears. She hugged his body, a ghost’s embrace, and whispered.


    “Please don’t cry… It’s my fault…”


    As she whispered her useless apologies, the world collapsed around them. She clung to him, shielding him from the falling fragments of their broken world, hoping to be hurt in his place.


    Then, everything vanished. They were free.
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    A black void surrounded him. Cesare stood alone, checking the platinum pocket watch in his hand. The hand pointed to seven. He let it go. The watch floated into the darkness, breaking apart into a million specks of light. As the light scattered, flowers bloomed from nothingness. White lilies, their buds sprouting and blossoms forming, filled the space, transforming the void into a fragrant field. Cesare stood in the center, a stark figure in a world of pure white, his black hair and red eyes a stark contrast to the lilies.


    Eileen wanted to run to him, but she couldn’t. She was floating in the air, an invisible barrier separating her from him. It was as if an unseen wall kept them apart. As she struggled against the invisible barrier, a soft breeze rustled through the lilies. It grew into a raging wind, threatening to uproot the fragile flowers. Cesare stood firm against the storm, his eyes dry, no longer crying.


    “Resurrect Eileen Elrod,” he demanded of God.


    This was his only wish, the one he had paid for with countless deaths, his own and hers. He had overcome the seven trials, and now he was here to claim his prize. God had no choice but to respond. A storm erupted. The lily garden collapsed, the delicate flowers finally torn from their roots by the wind. Lilies scattered everywhere as Cesare fell. Eileen reached for him, but the falling flowers obscured her vision. She struggled through the swirling petals, desperate to reach him.


    “Cesare!” she screamed again and again, but he did not see her. He was falling endlessly, surrounded by flowers.


    “Cesare Traon Cal Erzet,” a voice boomed—the voice of God.


    Eileen shuddered, overwhelmed by a terror that seemed to pierce her very soul. She felt the raw anger in God’s voice, the anger of a deity forced to fulfill a promise to a mortal who had broken all the rules. A smile spread across Cesare’s face. He was about to accept the deal. She couldn’t let it happen.


    “No!” she screamed, but it was still useless. Her voice could not reach him. But there was another being who could hear her. Eileen pushed through the lilies and prayed, her words a plea to all the gods. “Please, forgive Cesare!”


    The distance between them felt like a chasm. She reached out with all her might. “I need Cesare! If he’s not here, I can’t live! If I die, the deal is…” She blurted out her words, a jumble of thoughts. “The deal won’t be valid, right…!”


    She couldn’t live in a world without him. He was the reason she existed. “If you’re not going to… give him back… then… just… let me be the same… the same as Cesare!”


    She begged God to erase her existence, to let her disappear without a trace, to suffer the same fate as him. Just as Cesare opened his mouth to accept the deal, a gentle breeze brushed her cheek. It was a whisper, carrying all the prayers she had ever offered.


    “Watch over Cesare.”


    “May only glory be with him.”


    “Please don’t let him get hurt.”


    “May Cesare be able to return safely.”


    The prayers of a young girl, mixed with her desperate pleas from today, swirled around her like a song. Just like his piano music. The breeze gently pushed her forward. It was a light touch, but it was enough. She finally reached him.


    “Cesare!” she cried, throwing her arms around him.


    His red eyes widened in surprise. The color grew brighter, clearer. He was about to speak, but the words that came out were not an acceptance of the deal.


    “…Eileen?” he asked, as if to confirm her existence.


    She nodded, tears streaming down her face, too choked up to speak. “Hic… no, you can’t… the deal… you can’t do it…” With one hand, she held him tightly, and with the other, she desperately covered his mouth.


    He slowly pulled her hand away, his grip firm. He looked into her tear-soaked eyes, a long moment of silence passing between them. Then he whispered, “Why did you come all the way here?”


    The words hit her like a punch. She finally realized that this was the Cesare who had left her to become a phantom emperor. She struck his chest with her fist, the sound sharp in the quiet space. “Why! Why did you do that…! If you were going to leave me behind…!”


    Their endless fall began to slow. The flowers that had been swirling around them came to a stop. Time itself seemed to have paused. They floated in the air, suspended in a garden of lilies, looking at each other.


    For a long time, he just stared at her. He carefully reached out, his hand touching her cheek, as if to confirm that she was real. He wiped her tears away with his fingers, captivated by the only star in his sky.


    “Eileen…”


    Her heart ached at the sound of her name on his lips. She thought she was beyond pain, but it was still agonizing. She cupped his face with her hands, a gesture he had often used to comfort her.


    “I saw everything,” she said, her voice soft.


    His eyes darkened. He knew what she was talking about. “I watched everything… what Cesare did for me.”


    “…You,” he whispered, placing his hand over hers. “You saw all that… and still followed me here?”


    He had done terrible things, but now she understood his love. A love she never could have grasped without seeing it all. “Cesare saved me first,” she insisted, trying to keep her voice from shaking. “You gave everything… you gave everything to revive me, so, so…” There was so much she wanted to say. “I… I love Cesare too… I want to be with you…”


    Life, death, even the annihilation of existence—it didn’t matter. She only wanted to be with him. It was her only wish.
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    What Eileen wanted now was likely the last thing Cesare would ever want. He had dedicated himself to creating a world where she could live, even if it meant she had to be alone. But Eileen couldn’t exist without him; he was the one who had made her that way.


    He had cherished and protected her, saving her from every danger and teaching her how to love. Even the one time he claimed to have failed her, he was lying. He had resurrected her after her execution, plunging into hell to turn back time and bring her back. He was the one who made her the Duchess Erzet, put her name on the Triumphal Arch, and eventually made her an empress. He gave her a name that would be etched into history.


    But a world without Cesare was not a world for Eileen. Whatever the outcome, she would be by his side forever. Her conviction was as unshakeable as a stone, shining in her gold-green eyes. Having accepted even death, her heart would not waver, no matter what trials she faced.


    He looked into her eyes for a long time without speaking. What she wanted was the opposite of everything he had tried to achieve. She wanted them to be together, even if it meant they would both be annihilated. But Eileen was not anxious; she knew his heart would not change.


    “Even this time…” Cesare’s voice was soft, with a hint of relief, as a faint smile touched his lips. “Since you have chosen me.” His scarlet eyes, no longer shattered, shone with a brilliant clarity. He took her hand, pressed his lips to the back of it, and whispered, “I must follow your will.”


    Like a knight swearing an oath to his lady, he kissed her hand and clasped it firmly. Their fingers intertwined, a promise that he would never leave her again.


    Holding his hand, Eileen looked up at the sky. Everything in the space was suspended, frozen in place. In this world of lilies, she made her wish to God. “Please annihilate us together in this place.”


    Eileen had been put through the same trials as Cesare. She watched his pain and now had the right to make a wish to God. But she knew that the wish would come at a price. She pleaded carefully, but God remained silent. The deal of “Eileen’s survival” had been twisted the moment she chose to die with him.


    She spoke again, her voice laced with anxiety. “If it is impossible… please send Cesare and me back. Then, if you do that…”


    She knew God was angry at Cesare’s defiance, but she also knew she could not act like him. This wasn’t an equal transaction. “I will gladly pay any price,” she pleaded, her voice full of earnestness.


    Cesare’s hand tightened on hers. She took a deep breath. “So please, please let me be with Cesare…”


    As she finished her plea, a voice echoed through the space. 


    “Eileen Elrod.”


    She felt a searing pain as her soul was bound to God. She had made a deal, just like Cesare. She didn’t know what price they would pay, but she knew that no matter the outcome, they would be together.


    The world shattered like glass. Eileen and Cesare fell together, holding each other tightly. Are we going to disappear like this? was her first thought. She looked at him, and his scarlet eyes were only on her. “It’s okay, Eileen,” he whispered.


    His voice was a comfort, and she nodded, imprinting his face in her mind. They fell together into an endless darkness.


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Her head was spinning. Time itself seemed to have mixed together, violently churning her thoughts. A groan escaped her lips as she struggled to focus. Her body felt heavy, weighed down by the crown on her head and the heavy cape on her shoulders. Her vision finally cleared, and she saw it—the Imperial Palace hall.


  She was sitting on the throne. And in front of her… she closed her eyes, then opened them again. He was still there. She reached out her hand, and her fingers met his. She could touch him. He was real. “Cesare…” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion.


  He spoke her name as if he were a boy confessing his heart for the first time. “Eileen.”


  She reached out, and they embraced, their lips meeting in an urgent, desperate kiss. It was a brand on her soul, a seal of their reunion. They kissed with open eyes, memorizing every moment. Her tears tasted salty as they fell, and she couldn’t stop them. She sobbed, calling his name over and over. He did the same, whispering her name as if it were the only word he knew.


  The crown and cape fell to the floor, forgotten. They had been through too much to care about such trivial things. She pulled away slightly, her voice a cracked whisper. “It’s not a dream, is it…? It’s really you, Cesare…?”


  He hugged her tightly, a wave of guilt washing over him. She was bound to God because of him. He was no longer the arrogant emperor who feared nothing; now he was a man humbled by love.


  Still in his arms, she smiled, even with tears on her face. She was finally reunited with the man who had wandered through time for her. “I missed you, Cesare.”


  They were finally together.
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    After abdicating the throne and choosing a path to annihilation, Cesare was trapped in a cycle of endless punishment. The looping illusion shattered only when Eileen appeared. The moment she stopped him from accepting the deal with God, he understood everything. She had been trapped in the same torment, suffering right alongside him.


    His first emotions were despair and rage. Despair because he had failed to protect her; rage because he had dragged her into this nightmarish reality. The god had used her to create a perfect illusion to deceive him, and she had suffered terribly because of it.


    But those feelings didn’t last. The moment the woman he had longed for became real, it was an ironic, beautiful miracle. All the torment he had endured as an unbeliever melted away as he looked at her. Eileen wanted to be with him, even if it meant being annihilated. She had shattered his selfish plan for her survival, choosing instead to fall into hell with him.


    Facing her luminous gold-green eyes, Cesare couldn’t refuse. He knew he was supposed to send her back and remain alone, but his lips wouldn’t move. She had chosen him once more, not with the naivete of a young girl, but with a fierce, unwavering conviction. She had given up everything to follow him. He had been trapped in this time loop for so long he thought he was immune to emotion, but when he saw her, a simple, powerful desire took root: the desire to be together.


    It was Eileen who had planted this seed of desire. By the time he realized it had blossomed and transformed him, she had already changed everything. She was a god to his unbelieving soul, and he had no choice but to obey. Eileen had offered herself as the price for a new deal, and although she had prepared for annihilation, God returned them both to reality, to the very moment of his rebellion.


    The past felt like a distant, fading memory, but it took no time at all to adjust. The warmth of her body, the feel of her lips, her voice calling his name—these sensations were proof that they had truly returned together.


    “It’s not a dream, is it…? You’re really Cesare…?” she asked, still in his arms. 


    He held her tighter, realizing his own body was trembling slightly. He had accepted her choice, but he hadn’t prepared for a new reality. A new fear bloomed inside him. What price had Eileen paid? But she was not afraid. Instead, she smiled, her gold-green eyes filled with an unchanging love that had always saved him.


    He took her hand. God had returned them to prevent the survival deal from failing, but there was no way they would escape unscathed. Eileen, by asking for a new deal, had to pay a price. Cesare pulled a small dagger from his coat and cut his own palm. Blood flowed, then instantly stopped. His body was still bound by the curse of fixed time. He was immortal.


    He took Eileen’s hand and placed the dagger’s tip against her skin. She didn’t flinch. He made a tiny cut on her finger. A single drop of red blood appeared, then the wound healed instantly. Her body, too, was now eternally fixed in time. Cesare swallowed a bitter laugh. He knew the price.


    A body with fixed time cannot change. He had never been able to give her a child. And now, she was the same. Her wish had been to be “together” with him, whether it was annihilation or survival. God had granted her wish in the cruelest way possible. From now on, Cesare was the only person who would remain in her life. She would be unable to have children, unable to share her heart with a blood relative. She would watch everyone she cared for—her knights, the people of the empire—die around her. She was cursed with an eternity where only he could stay by her side.


    He could endure this. As long as he had her, he could last an eternity. But Eileen… she would feel the pain of every loss, the hurt of never being able to have a child.


    “I’ve become the same as you, Cesare…?” she asked, staring at her perfectly healed finger. She had studied medicine and knew the human body. She had watched his impossibly fast healing. The biggest change a body could undergo was pregnancy. She must have realized immediately that this was the price.


    But she didn’t mention infertility. Instead, her face remained impassive. He expected her to cry. He knew how much she had wanted a child in the illusion. But she showed no sadness. She simply looked up at him, her eyes sparkling.


    “It’s a relief,” she said. “That we’ve become the same… I’m really relieved.” She had willingly chosen a life of suffering, but to her, it was as if he had saved her all over again.
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    She had no hint of resentment as she said she was glad to be the same as him. Looking into her clear, gold-green eyes, Cesare felt a pang in his chest, a rough surge of emotion he rarely felt. Eileen always said he had saved her, but he never saw it that way. He was the one who had been saved. He had only ever saved her to escape his own pain. His love was selfish, but hers was the exact opposite. It poured out infinitely from her small, fragile body, filling him to the brim. Now, he would live in a world she had created for him.


    He wrapped his arms around her again, holding her so tightly she could barely breathe. I will never let you go again. For both their sakes, they would be together forever.


  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Rotan and Alessia waited anxiously outside the hall, their ears straining for any sounds from within. Cesare’s orders had been strict: no one was to enter. The other knights arrived, one by one. This was a moment of absolute crisis—a rebellion—and they should have been moving to their assigned positions. But they put everything aside for now. Diego, Michele, and Senon were all pale, their eyes fixed on the closed door. Alessia didn’t know the details, but she knew this was a pivotal moment for Eileen and Cesare. She waited with them, suppressing her own anxiety.


  The long wait continued in heavy silence. Then, the shouting and crying stopped abruptly. Senon, unable to hold back, began to cry. Michele comforted him, her own eyes red. Diego just stared at the door, his eyes bloodshot.


  Finally, the door opened. Everyone stared intently as it slowly swung wide. Cesare was there, carrying an unconscious Eileen in his arms. Rotan swallowed hard. “Is everything resolved?” he asked, his voice trembling.


  Cesare looked down at Eileen, her soft breathing a comfort. He adjusted his hold on her. “Eileen… stubbornly saved me,” he answered.


  Senon’s legs gave out, and he collapsed to the floor, sobbing. Michele covered her face, letting her tears fall. Diego’s face contorted in a mix of relief and pain. “Thank you,” he choked out. “Thank you for coming back…”


  A faint smile touched Cesare’s lips. It was time to be the Imperator.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  The upheaval in the Traon Empire echoed throughout the continent. Newspapers ran front-page stories on Cesare’s rebellion. Foreign nations, who had been trying to stop his growing power, scrambled to pull their spies out of the empire. But it was impossible. The island was sealed. Cesare’s soldiers, armed with advanced information, rounded up the spies. Most were caught and tortured for information, leaking intelligence in reverse.


  Meanwhile, street battles raged between the imperial army and the nobles’ private soldiers. The nobles loudly declared themselves the true justice of Traon. Some were brutally murdered, and the imperial army quickly blamed foreign mercenaries, but everyone knew the truth. Cesare had used the rebellion as an opportunity to purge his political enemies, cleverly shifting the blame to avoid public backlash.


  It was a brilliant strategy. Cesare was a hero to the people, and they saw his actions as justified. They believed he had tried to reconcile with the nobles, but the foreign mercenaries had gotten in the way. The private soldiers who tried to come to the nobles’ aid were no match for the seasoned veterans of the Kalpen war. Within a week, the street battles were over, and Cesare was victorious.


  The imperial citizens, who had been hiding in their homes, came out to celebrate. Cesare provided a feast of food and drink, and they welcomed their new emperor with a festival. He was, after all, their beloved hero. They had wanted him to be emperor from the start.


  Soon, rumors began to circulate. The most popular was that the rebellion was for his wife. He had married a commoner, a scandalous union, and had erased her sins with indulgences. Now, he had risked everything in a rebellion to protect her honor. Many scoffed at the idea, but those who loved a good romance believed it.


  There were also those who criticized him and spoke of a strange rumor: that he had been shot in the heart by the late Emperor Leone and had survived. It was so unbelievable that it was quickly dismissed as a joke. But a few who had witnessed it with their own eyes knew it was true. They stayed silent, terrified of the man with a god-like body who had taken the throne. They had seen what happened to those who spoke out during the street battles.


  All sorts of stories about Cesare spread throughout the empire, but none of them touched on the most important truth: that all his glory was built for one person alone.
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    Even those who believed Cesare had begun his rebellion for love agreed it was not the sole reason. They simply considered it the most compelling one among many, unable to fathom it being his only motivation. Of course, Cesare paid little mind to such gossip, but Eileen found herself consumed by it.


    

      Awaiting the Coronation of the New Imperator.


    


    Reading the bold headline,  Eileen let out a quiet sigh. She knew it was undignified, but she couldn’t help it. Since morning, she had been devouring every word of the newspaper, scrutinizing each article related to Cesare. She needed to understand how the public perceived the rebellion. Not all opinions were favorable, yet apart from the pro-royalist papers, the general sentiment was reassuringly positive.


    A great sense of relief washed over her, a calm born from the long ordeal she’d endured. The gnawing anxiety of the past seemed to have faded. She finished the articles with a new composure, setting the paper aside. Eileen had finally emerged from the hazy fantasy of her dreams and returned to her daily life. But it was a new life, different in every way. She and everything around her had fundamentally changed.


    A small article in the corner of the paper caught her attention. It spoke of Duke Parbellini distributing free medicine to the citizens of the Traon Empire. Such news would have once commanded a prominent place, but now it was a mere footnote, a trivial piece of gossip. Having witnessed Cesare being shot by Leone during the street fighting, and experiencing an inexplicable supernatural event, the duke’s spirit had been broken. He had been detained for a week in the Imperial Palace and was now a shadow of his former self. The fact that he was still distributing medicine, a mimicry of Aspilia’s work, showed he hadn’t completely given up, but his old arrogance was gone for good.


    Just as she was pondering the duke, a knock came at the door. When Eileen granted entry, her butler, Sonio, entered with a letter, his face a mask of clear displeasure. This was so unlike his usual composed demeanor that Eileen couldn’t help but feel a flicker of curiosity. Sonio placed the tray with the letter on her desk.


    “Baron Elrod has sent a letter,” he announced, his tone strained.


    A wry smile touched Eileen’s lips. She could picture the baron’s reaction to the news of Cesare’s victory—rejoicing with a fervor that outshone even the most ardent supporters. He had no doubt tried every means to contact her, finally succeeding in delivering this missive. Sonio’s animosity towards the letter was palpable; he clearly wanted to tear it to shreds.


    Eileen stared at the sealed envelope, but didn’t reach for it. She calmly turned her head to the side and gave her instructions. “Throw it away.”


    Sonio’s eyes widened in surprise.


    “I intend to sever all ties with the baron,” she continued, her voice steady. “Do not accept any more correspondence or requests from him. Please see to it.”


    Having made up her mind, she felt a profound sense of peace. There was no emotion, not even a slight tremor in her hands. She left the letter on the desk and rose from her chair.


    “I’m going out now.”


    She had already informed him of her plans. Sonio, still looking a little bewildered, quickly replaced his expression with a cheerful smile. “Yes, I will prepare everything at once.”


    Her guard, Alessia, a woman who had been a loyal companion since their time together in the Grand Duke’s residence, drove them without a separate driver. Eileen secretly admired Alessia’s skill behind the wheel. ‘Perhaps I should learn to drive too?’ But the thought of maneuvering such a large, complicated machine was daunting. She couldn’t picture herself doing it, and her brief desire to learn quickly faded.


    Eileen looked out the window at the beautiful, sun-drenched day. After a short drive, the car came to a slow stop. With Alessia’s help, she stepped out and walked with a sense of purpose toward her destination. Opening the gate and entering the garden of the little brick house, she paused, taking in the familiar sight before heading toward the orange tree. She stood beneath its branches, gazing up at the bright blue sky visible through the fresh green leaves. Sunlight dappled her face, and her thoughts drifted to the person who had so often napped here.


    In her dreams, Cesare had found solace in the shade of this very tree. It had been her secret pleasure to watch him, dozing peacefully, lost in a moment of utter relaxation. But that was a memory now. He was the Imperator. She felt no sadness, no disappointment. She had experienced the simple, married life she had always longed for in this very place, in an illusion so real it felt like a lifetime.


    ‘The coronation…’


    She repeated the word in her mind, still unable to fully grasp the reality of it. Of course, it was his destiny to be crowned Imperator. But the idea of her standing beside him felt like a fantasy, even more so than her time in the illusion. A small smile touched her lips. She felt more like she was dreaming now than she ever had before.


    After a long while under the tree, she walked towards the brick house. As she took the key from her pocket, the sound of a car engine behind her made her turn. A military vehicle, bearing the emblem of the Traon Empire, stopped in front of the house. The door opened and Alessia instantly saluted, her voice crisp and formal.


    “Greetings, Imperator.”


    The man who stepped out of the car smiled, a hint of amusement in his voice. “I haven’t even had the coronation yet.”


    Alessia, unsure how to respond, simply offered an awkward apology. “I apologize, sir.” She, like Eileen, wasn’t skilled at handling his playful banter.


    Cesare gave a light nod and walked toward Eileen, a beautiful vision passing by the orange tree. He stopped directly in front of her, his shadow falling over her, his smile gentle and warm. Eileen, who had been holding her breath, finally spoke his name as if it were a fragile thing.


    “Cesare…”


    Then her questions poured out in a rush. “How did you get here? You must be so busy, and I heard you wouldn’t be able to come home today.”


    Since the day she had fainted in the Imperial Palace hall, she hadn’t seen him. He had placed her safely in the Grand Duke’s residence and had been consumed with the week-long street battles. Now, with victory secured, he was tirelessly preparing for the coronation. They hadn’t had a moment alone. Eileen had expected to spend the day by herself. His sudden appearance filled her with a rush of happiness, but also a pang of worry that he had overexerted himself for her sake.


    While she nervously fumbled with the key, Cesare simply watched her, a soft smile on his face. He gently took her hand and turned her around. “Does a husband need a reason to see his wife?” he whispered, his chin resting on her head as he hugged her from behind. “Let’s go inside and talk.”


    Eileen’s cheeks flushed a bright red. Embarrassed, she tried to open the door, but her hands were shaking, and the key kept missing the lock. Cesare calmly placed his hand over hers, guiding the key into the keyhole. With his help, the door finally clicked open. He still held her, pushing her gently inside. He leaned down and kissed her cheek, a soft brush of lips.


    “Say hello,” he urged.


    She pursed her lips, the words she had said a thousand times before now feeling too shy and intimate. Still, for him, she whispered in a voice barely above a breath.


    “Welcome home…?”


    She felt a small tremor against her back—the unmistakable shaking of his body as he laughed.


    “Yes, Eileen,” he replied, his voice filled with a happy tenderness.
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    Every time he spoke her name, Eileen felt a singular warmth. The sound of his voice, a low rumble in her ear, sent a delightful tingle through her heart and body. She turned her head, as if anticipating his gaze, and looked up into his deep crimson eyes.


    “You have to leave soon, don’t you?” she asked softly.


    She had assumed this was a brief respite he’d stolen to see her. But his answer was slow and languid. “I plan to stay until tomorrow morning.” He then looked down at her, a hint of a question in his eyes. “Do you want to send me away?”


    “No, never!” she stammered, dropping her head. She mumbled, her eyes fixed on her own feet, “I’m just so happy, that’s all.” Her words held no pretense; only pure, unadulterated joy. She had been certain that their time in this little brick house had come to an end. Now that he was a man of such high rank, she thought their moments here would be nothing more than cherished memories.


    She gently stepped out of his embrace and looked at his attire once more. He was still in his Imperial Army uniform, but a new medal, the symbol of the Imperator, gleamed on his chest. Eileen recalled a tale she had read: a soldier-king who wore his uniform to honor his identity as a man of the sword. It made her happy, as she had always loved him in his military attire.


    Cesare, with a practiced motion, took off his jacket and draped it over his forearm. He surveyed the brick house, his gaze sweeping over the familiar, simple furnishings. In the past, his presence had felt strange and out of place here. She had thought the house was too small, too humble for him. But now, it was different. She was used to him in this space, and she knew he was at his most relaxed here. The sharp, ever-present energy of the sword he was was sheathed, softened by the simple peace of their home.


    Eileen had so many questions. She was curious about what had become of Leone, but the newspapers only offered vague speculation, their stories quickly overshadowed by articles about the new Imperator. But for now, her curiosity was a secondary thing. She took a small step closer and grasped his sleeve, rising onto her tiptoes to kiss him lightly. Pop. A small, embarrassingly loud sound. She quickly brought a hand to her face, a vain attempt to cool her warming cheeks.


    “…I missed you,” she whispered, as if it were an apology.


    A smile spread across Cesare’s face. He leaned down and kissed her back, but his was not a fleeting peck. He licked her lips, expertly parted them, and deepened the kiss, his tongue exploring the soft cavern of her mouth. Eileen squeezed her eyes shut, a soft sigh escaping her. The quiet of the brick house was filled with the sounds of their muffled moans. Her body trembled, and she found herself breathless.


    When they finally parted, Cesare scooped her into his arms. She was so lost in the moment that the sudden lift made her eyes go wide. Despite her surprise and a small struggle, he carried her up the stairs with ease. Her face, a brilliant red, was pressed against his chest as she quietly gave herself over to his strength. His long legs took the stairs in just a few strides, and they were quickly on the second floor. He headed straight for the bedroom, intending to put her on the bed. But Eileen clung to him, not wanting to be apart. He leaned his body over her, and with her still in his arms, she was gently pressed onto the bed.


    His weight was heavy, but he held most of it himself, keeping it as light as possible. Still, she had to finally admit, “It’s heavy.”


    He chuckled, lifting his body slightly, as if he had been waiting for her to say it.


    She looked at him, her brows lowered shyly. “I want to kiss you again,” she requested, her voice small.


    He immediately lowered his head to oblige. As their lips met again, his large hands began to roam, easily unfastening buttons and ribbons.


    How long had it been? In her dreams, they had been so close, but that was not reality. Now, out of that fantasy, it felt like an old dream. The reality of their relationship felt as tense and new as the first time.


    A soft shiver ran across her skin, raising goosebumps. He noticed, and his lips traced a path across her cheek.


    “Are you afraid?” he asked, his voice low and knowing.


    “I’m just a little nervous,” she confessed, without a hint of pretense. “It’s been a while.”


    He kissed her eyelids. She reached up, her own fingers fumbling with the buttons on his shirt. He looked down at her small hands, then took one and brought it to his lips. He licked each finger, then clung to her hand, burying his lips in her palm. It was a possessive act, as if to claim the space the ring on her finger had long held. But there was no anxiety in the gesture. Their hearts were now laid bare to one another. They knew the truth of their love would not change.


    Eileen breathed a sigh as the heat between them rose. Soon, their clothes were disheveled and their bodies were bare. She had seen his body before, but it still took her breath away. She leaned down and kissed his shoulder, then bit him playfully, her small teeth sinking into his firm muscle. His body twitched, and she was surprised, her eyes widening. Had she bitten him too hard?


    “Did it hurt?” she asked, pulling away quickly.


    He smiled at her widened eyes, a new look of mischief in his own. He nipped at the end of her nose in retaliation. “It does hurt.”


    Before she could apologize, he pressed his lower body against hers. The firm, hot sensation made her freeze, her eyes still wide. She finally understood his words. “Ah…” she gasped, her eyes a little lost. Then, with a sudden determination, she wriggled and reached down to his belt buckle. Her slender fingers fumbled with the clasp, an attempt to free him.


    Her position was awkward, and she couldn’t get a good grip. She looked up at him, her hands still fussing with the buckle.


    “Maybe…could you lie down?” she suggested, her voice still quiet. “I want to be on top.”


    She thought it would be a much easier position, but he only laughed, a deep, rumbling sound. He pulled her close and in one swift movement, flipped their positions. Now she was sitting astride him. He raised an eyebrow and asked, “What exactly were you planning to do on top?”


    “I was going to… unbuckle your belt and take it out…”


    “Only that?” he asked, thrusting his hips up slightly.


    Eileen gasped, placing her hands on his chest, her body bending forward as her face drew closer to his. He narrowed his eyes, a glint of pure desire in their depths. “Is that all you’re going to do, Eileen?”
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    This time, Eileen understood his meaning immediately. Their time in her fantasy had taught her well. Though a little flustered, she spoke the words that were expected of her.


    “And do other things…”


    She had only intended to unbuckle his belt, but the situation now demanded more. Eileen’s fingers, a little fumbling, undid the buttons on his trousers. His underwear came into view, revealing a thick bulge. She carefully pulled them down, and his penis sprang out, a sudden, bold presence. Involuntarily, Eileen’s gaze darted to the window. Bright sunlight streamed through the curtains, making the scene feel strangely sinful. Though she had seen him countless times, a new kind of shyness crept over her. She cautiously reached out and took hold of him, a rush of heat flooding her palm. The sensation, so tangible and real, was entirely different from her dreams.


    A penetrating red gaze met her as she looked up. Cesare was watching her, waiting for her next move. A thought crossed her mind, something she had never done in reality or her fantasy—something Cesare had always forbidden. She had always regretted it, and now, she cautiously opened her lips, preparing to test his reaction. Just as she was about to take him into her mouth, a firm voice stopped her.


    “No.”


    Eileen, her tongue already poised, looked up at him slyly. He leaned back against the headboard, his thumb pressing against her lips. “Your mouth is too small,” he said, his eyes narrowed slightly.


    She bit his fingertip lightly, then released it, leaving a faint mark. “But you do it all the time,” she protested, trying to sound bold. “I can do it, too.” She lowered her voice slightly. “Just stay still…”


    He had once been so violent to prevent her from ever asking for this again. Yet, despite the vivid memory, she wanted to do this for him. She wanted to know every part of him as he knew every part of her.


    Seeing his still-displeased expression, Eileen offered her final plea. “We’re going to be together… from now on. I want to try other things.”


    He chuckled softly, running a hand through her hair. The strands curled and flowed between his fingers. “I didn’t know your curiosity extended to this,” he mused. He lowered his hand to the bed, a silent gesture of permission.


    Before he could change his mind, Eileen quickly took his penis into her mouth. She awkwardly held the base with both hands, causing him to let out a hollow laugh. It was clear he still didn’t like it, but he wasn’t resisting. She recalled how he had pleasured her, and with that memory, she began to lick the sensitive head of his penis. A low groan escaped him, and a shiver went through her. The sound of his pleasure filled her with a profound sense of satisfaction. It was always him giving, and her receiving, and she had always wanted to give back.


    Inspired by his reaction, Eileen continued with newfound enthusiasm. The veins on his penis pulsed, and she took the opportunity to run her hand down and cup his testicles. At her bold touch, his abdomen twitched.


    “Haah, Eileen…”


    He gripped the bedsheets, his knuckles white, and the muscles in his forearm hardened. The muscles in her thighs, where her arm was resting, were also taut. His physical reaction to her touch was both fascinating and a source of power for her. She enthusiastically pushed his penis deeper into her throat, but it was so large and thick that she had to stretch her mouth wide. The moment the head touched her soft palate, she gagged. She pulled away, coughing, and a string of saliva fell from her lips, dripping onto his pulsing glans.


    Frustrated by her failure to take him deeper, she quickly tried again, but in her haste, she put him in crookedly, causing one of her cheeks to bulge out. She looked at him, her cheek puffed out, checking to see if he would stop her again. Their eyes met, and she was surprised by the intense look in his. At first, she thought he was angry, but she soon realized it was lust. He gently cupped her cheeks and made her release him.


    “Only this far,” he said.


    Eileen resisted the urge to protest, deciding it was wiser to wait for a better opportunity. She obediently let him go. But then he said something that confused her.


    “Come here.”


    He wasn’t telling her to lie down. Instead, he was telling her to move closer while they were both still sitting up. She blinked, not understanding. Then he took off her skirt and underwear, grasping her buttocks. He pulled her body toward him, a gasp escaping her lips. He then laid her down, and she found herself sitting on his face.


    “Ah, Cesare, no!” she cried. The idea of sitting on the Imperator’s face, pressing down with her most intimate parts, felt scandalous. She had barely gotten used to him going down on her, and this was an entirely different level.


    She tried to push herself away, but he held her firmly and licked her. “Why?” he asked, his voice calm, his face buried in her wetness. He tasted the folds of her flesh, and his voice came again, “We decided to try other things, didn’t we?”
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    With her own words thrown back at her, Eileen had no ground to stand on. As she hesitated, Cesare pressed her buttocks even more deeply into his face. He knew her horror, and he was being deliberately provocative. She was paying the price for her audacious act of licking him.


    He tilted his head and kissed her, his tongue delving deep into her most intimate part, nibbling and tormenting her clitoris with his teeth. He didn’t care that his face was becoming wet. 


    He encouraged her fluids to flow, his caresses becoming more and more insistent. Being licked by him was a familiar prelude, something he did almost every time before he entered her. He never penetrated her until she was completely soft and ready.


    Eileen struggled desperately not to wet his face, trying to lift her hips, but it was useless. He held her firmly, pressing down. She tried to suppress the pleasure, hoping it would stop the fluids from flowing. It was a ridiculous thought, but in her flustered state, she thought it was her only option. 


    She gripped the wall, trying to endure the intense tingling sensation that was spreading through her. She took a ragged breath and squeezed her eyes shut.


    But closing her eyes only heightened her other senses. The lewd sounds of his tongue and her wetness filled her ears. The sensation of him tilting his head and licking deep inside her made her arch her back. Pleasure, which had been simmering for a long time, made her lower body swell tautly. As blood rushed to her clitoris, it became plump and hard, and he didn’t miss it. The moment he sucked on it strongly, Eileen arched her back with a sharp “Hngh…”


    As she swallowed her moan, a gush of fluid finally flowed out. She heard a clear swallowing sound, and her eyes shot open. She wanted to ask if he had swallowed it, but before she could, he thrust his tongue in again. A high-pitched moan escaped her lips.


    “Ah, stop, stop now…” she pleaded. But as she spoke, another gush of fluid came. Eileen threw her head back, her body trembling with small spasms. Her soaked vulva twitched, tightening and loosening around his tongue. He licked up every last drop of fluid, his tongue brushing her sensitive walls, vulva, and clitoris.


    He held her buttocks so tightly that her flesh bulged between his fingers. There was no way for her to escape. She had no choice but to endure the pleasure he gave her. The sensation was so overwhelming that she momentarily forgot her worries about wetting his face. She released her clenched fist and began to scratch the wall, sobbing softly.


    Only after she was fully tormented did he slowly remove his lips. Eileen’s body shook as she pulled away, his handprints still visible on her skin. When she looked down at his face as he sat up, she was speechless. He licked his lips and smiled.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    He had a face that demanded to be looked at. His face, covered in her fluids, was terrifyingly sexy. She grabbed her discarded clothes and hurriedly wiped his face. He let her, his body relaxed, enjoying her flustered state.


    As she took a moment to breathe, he licked his finger and then inserted it deep into her. The straight finger went in smoothly, but she still trembled. He held her still and stirred the wet flesh that was already soft and ready. As he pushed his finger inside, the smacking sound was loud. Once he was sure she was ready for him, he pulled his finger out, flicking her nipple with it. Eileen, who was half-stunned by the melting pleasure, quickly covered her chest.


    He didn’t stop her. He simply said, “You’ll be on top, right?”


    Eileen approached him, her chest flushed. His member was even harder than before, glistening with fluid. She stared at it for a moment, then carefully sat herself on top of him. The tip of his member parted her lips and began to enter. Even though it was only a little, the tension made her throat dry.


    He told her to place her hands on his shoulders so she could move comfortably. Their eyes met. It was always strange to be looking down at him, but he seemed to take it naturally. She slowly lowered herself, their gazes locked.


    “Ah…!”


    A gasp of a moan escaped her lips as his hard length slowly entered her. Her body stretched, and she felt him fill her completely. She groaned and lowered herself completely. He waited patiently for her to do it herself.


    The moment she took all of him, Eileen felt more than just physical pleasure. It was the joy of being in reality with Cesare. The seven years she had been alone had left indelible scars. And Cesare would have them too. The phantom pains of their past were still there, but now, even that pain was welcome, because they were together.


    Overwhelmed, Eileen buried her face in his, pressing her skin against his, savoring the warmth of his life.


    “Cesare…”


    Tears, like a foolish stream, fell from her eyes. He kissed her eyelids. She tried to hide them, but they kept falling. She was reminded of how he used to hurt himself to confirm this was real, how he had held her and checked her warmth. Now she knew why he had done it. She had become like him.


    She cried like a fool at the life force she felt from him. It was a firm reassurance that this moment, this place, was real. Cesare didn’t try to stop her. He simply let her cry, kissing her more gently than ever before. His large hands stroked her body. As her tears subsided, he bit her flushed cheek.


    “Are you done crying?” he asked.


    “Yes…” she sniffled, then corrected herself. “I don’t think so, yet.”


    “Then should we do it later?” he asked, his hand gently stroking the small of her back.


    She shook her head, then, imitating him, she bit his chin and whispered, “I want to do it now, Cesare…”
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    It was the most passionate and clumsy seduction Eileen could offer. She was certain that Cesare would respond to her efforts, however awkward they might be. Yet, for some reason, he remained silent.


    “…”


    Cesare watched her clumsy movements, taking a deep breath. He had been trying to hold back, to not be too rough, but her earnest, awkward attempt was not making it easy for him. She seemed oblivious to how she looked, all flushed and desperate, with his essence still inside her. A dangerous thought, one that would horrify her, crossed his mind. He slowly raised the corner of his lips and bit her softly.


    “You want to do it?” he asked.


    Eileen’s tear-soaked eyelashes fluttered as she considered his question. After a moment’s hesitation, she nodded and gently lifted her hips. The friction of his member withdrawing from her, the soft squelching sound, the way the veins on his body stood out, disturbed her soft flesh. She groaned as she slowly pulled away, lifting her hips high until only the tip of his glans remained inside her. Then, just as slowly, she lowered herself again. It was a snail’s pace, but she put her entire being into it.


    “Ah!”


    She gasped as his hand suddenly gripped her breast. Cesare watched her intently, his fingers massaging her breast. “You told me to touch your breasts, didn’t you?” he said.


    “That was…” she stammered, embarrassed. The words had been spoken in a moment of utter abandon, a moment she was not in now. But he showed no intention of letting go. He massaged her breast and pinched her nipple, urging her on, almost painfully.


    “Move, Eileen.”


    His touch was a little rough, as if he couldn’t wait any longer. She could see in his crimson eyes that he was ready to throw her onto the bed and take her. He was restraining his wilder instincts, but the excitement was clear on his face. Seeing it, Eileen lifted her hips again, this time a little faster.


    The penetration felt incredibly deep, either because of the position or the long time they had been apart. Everything felt new and strange, even though they had done this before. ‘Cesare used to be better at this,’ she thought, a brief, muddled thought. Her mind was becoming clouded, and a fog was descending each time he thrust in and out.


    “Ugh, ah…”


    As the fluids from her body mixed with the pre-ejaculate from his, the friction grew smoother. With just a little effort, his body plunged deep inside her. At the same time, his gentle caress on her breast and his fingers on her nipple sent a tingling pleasure through her entire body.


    Her eyes glazed over, and a small amount of saliva pooled between her parted lips. Just before she reached her climax, his hand ran down her sweat-soaked spine. “Already going to finish?” he whispered.


    “Ah, hngh, y-yes… I think so…” she barely managed to say, her body shuddering as he sucked on her nipple. A fresh wave of embarrassment washed over her. She knew she looked a mess, and climaxing now would make her feel even more exposed.


    “I want to do it from behind…” she moaned, a new idea forming.


    Cesare immediately complied. He held her waist with both hands and effortlessly pulled her off of him. A wave of pleasure crashed over her as a light climax washed over her body. “Haah, haah…” she gasped, her head tilted back. But she knew a greater, more intense pleasure awaited. She wanted him to thrust into her as he pleased.


    Without even thinking, she lay face down, raising her hips. Her body released more fluids, and he gently pushed them back inside with his fingers. He lightly probed her before staring at the red handprint on her pale skin—a mark from his grip. Her body was nearly immortal and would recover, but it was a little slower than his. The mark was still there, a sign of their passionate moment, but it would be gone by the time they finished.


    He felt a pang of disappointment. He loved leaving marks on her, but he also didn’t want to leave scars on her soft body. He scoffed at his contradictory feelings and put his disappointment aside, pushing himself into her.


    Her hot flesh wrapped tightly around his member. She groaned, her small hands gripping the bedsheets. “Ah, ah…!”


    His eyes narrowed at the sensation of her tight flesh squeezing him. It was one of the few things that could stir his emotions, which were as calm as a quiet lake. The turbulence that arose in him now was a thrill.


    “Eileen…” he murmured, the name sounding sensual on his lips. He began to thrust into her, his thick member pounding into her body mercilessly. Eileen had already been losing her mind, and now, with him behind her, her moans escaped freely. Her small body embraced him, and she called out his name desperately.


    Every time she said his name, he felt like his head would explode. Like a wild animal driven by pure instinct, he thrust deeper and faster. He pressed his palm against her lower abdomen, which bulged with the shape of his body, and she finally began to cry.


    He loved it when she cried like this. It made him want to make her cry even more. He bit her neck, his other hand groping her breasts, rubbing and tormenting her nipples. He began to thrust against her cervix, a spot that once felt uncomfortable, but now brought her to climax.


    “Ah, hngh! Ah, Cesare, haa, ah ah…!”


    She couldn’t speak, only calling his name. Her body went stiff, her fingers and toes curling, and her hips rose high, locking them together even deeper. Fluids gushed from her body, soaking the sheets. She didn’t even realize she had climaxed, only that she was moaning uncontrollably.


    Feeling her inner walls convulse, he thrust even more violently. A powerful pleasure struck him, and he ejaculated deeply, his body twitching as he released his seed. But it was a futile act for them, unable to create a new life. Knowing this, he still filled her cervix with his semen.
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    Cesare looked down at Eileen, who had succumbed to a deep slumber, her body utterly still and silent in exhaustion. He found himself habitually leaning close, listening intently for the soft rhythm of her breath. Though he knew her body could no longer die, he could not shed the habit of checking on her, not after so long. Only when the faint sound of her breathing reassured him did he rise from the bed.


    Smooth muscles rippled across his naked body as he moved with a languid grace. He retrieved a damp cloth and tenderly wiped Eileen’s skin, carefully tidying her after their passionate encounter. He then dressed her in a simple chemise before washing himself clean. Buttoning his shirt and putting on his trousers, he bore no resemblance to a man who had just indulged in such carnal pleasures. Dressed immaculately once more, he leaned down and kissed Eileen’s cheek one last time before slipping out of the bedroom.


    Sonio, who had been waiting, approached him, his voice hushed as if to avoid waking the sleeping woman inside. “She attempted self-harm today,” he reported.


    Cesare’s reaction was one of complete indifference, as if he had expected nothing less. He knew his brother, and he could easily predict Leone’s actions. ‘I was going to put an end to this soon anyway,’ he thought, fastening his cufflinks. “Let’s go.”


    He stepped into the military vehicle waiting outside the brick house. Following his coronation, his official residence would become the Imperial Palace. Though no one would dare object if he moved there now, Cesare felt no need to break with protocol unnecessarily. After all, the palace would soon be his for good; there was no need for haste.


    They arrived at a small wooden house on the outskirts of the capital. With a vast forest behind it, this isolated house was a place Cesare used for various clandestine purposes. As his military car approached, the soldiers standing guard snapped to attention and saluted the moment he stepped out. Cesare gave a brief nod, opened the door, and went inside.


    A figure was already slumped in a chair, his hair and clothes disheveled. Leone, as still as a corpse, only lifted his head when Cesare stood directly before him. Cesare’s gaze briefly flickered to the bandage wrapped around Leone’s forearm before settling on his brother’s clouded blue eyes. It was the first time the twins had met in a long while, but no words of greeting passed between them. A heavy silence settled in the room.


    “…How?” Leone’s voice was a cracked whisper, as if he were talking to himself. “Are you… truly my brother? To have such a body…”


    Leone’s eyes were filled with a desperate tremor. Since that day beneath the blood-red sky, he had been confined to the Imperial Palace. Just recently, he had been dragged here, to this house he knew too well—a place Cesare used for hunting, surrounded by a forest so dense that daylight could not penetrate.


    Only in this place had Leone finally regained his senses. He had shot his brother in the heart; he had pulled the trigger himself. He remembered the blood that had blossomed on Cesare’s chest. Yet, Cesare had not died. He should have been hovering between life and death, but here he was, breathing and whole as if nothing had happened. It was impossible for a human being. Had Cesare truly become a god, as the gossips claimed?


    He had demanded to see his brother for days, but his pleas had been ignored by the silent guards. He was a prince who had lost the throne and was to be eliminated, but he did not want to end things like this. If he was to die, he at least wanted to hear the truth from Cesare first. So he had wounded himself. If that had failed, he was prepared to commit suicide.


    Fortunately, Cesare had come. Leone glared at his twin. “Tell me, Cesare.” His voice, thick with resentment, trembled. Instead of answering, Cesare pulled up a chair and sat opposite him. He leaned forward, and Leone instinctively pressed himself back against his chair at the sight of those piercing red eyes.


    “I’ve been wondering for quite a while,” Cesare’s voice, as low and clear as a piano’s bass note, filled the space. “Why did you… take your own life?”


    Leone slowly closed and opened his eyes. He was here, alive and well, in front of his brother. While Leone struggled to react, Cesare continued.


    “I thought it was guilt,” he mused. “Guilt for not protecting Eileen, that I had fallen apart. That’s what I thought at first… but looking back now, I see that you were afraid.”


    The red eyes flickered like a burning flame, a consuming fire that resembled a burnt offering. “Afraid that I would discover the truth.”


    Leone slowly swallowed his dry saliva. “…What are you talking about?”


    “You chose death to remain a good person to the end, before I found out that you started all of this. Because that is the kind of man you are, brother.”


    Leone could not understand why his brother was calling him a hypocrite. Unable to withstand Cesare’s burning gaze, he parted his swollen lips. “Cesare, I…”


    “Brother,” Cesare cut him off, a soft smile playing on his lips. Leone was momentarily bewildered by the sight. “I’ve returned from seven years in the past.”


    “…”


    “The price I paid for those seven years is this body.”


    Leone could not comprehend the words pouring from his brother. But one thing was clear: Cesare was telling the absolute truth.


    “If I told you I made a deal with God, would you believe it?”


    A cold shiver ran down Leone’s spine. The words from a man who had always been the most obvious nonbeliever were strange, even frightening. He asked instinctively, “Why… are you spouting such nonsense…?”


    “You know best of all, brother,” Cesare said quietly, as if to himself. “That I’m not normal.” He let out a light sigh. “I was going to take it all upon myself and end it… but Eileen stubbornly revived me. And in the end, Eileen became the same as me.”


    He spoke as if sharing ordinary concerns with his brother, and for a moment, Leone felt as if they were in the Imperial Palace’s audience chamber once more.


    “That is why we cannot have children. It is not something I need anyway. I have no desire to continue my bloodline. However, Eileen is not the same. I worry she will be heartbroken… but I will comfort her. Because we have plenty of time.”


    Cesare, having said his piece, rose from his chair, leaving Leone frozen and speechless. Leone started as if waking from a dream, looking up at him.


    “I don’t know what choice you will make this time, brother.”


    Cesare took a pistol from his coat and held it out. Leone stared down at the object, unable to take it. It was the same pistol he had used to shoot Cesare. Cesare grabbed Leone’s hand and forced him to hold the gun.


    “You are free, brother. From this moment on, I will withdraw all the soldiers guarding you. Do whatever you wish.”


    Whether he left, stayed, or chose another option, Cesare would leave him alone. It was the final mercy for his twin.


    Cesare walked out of the house. Just before he got into the military vehicle, a gunshot echoed through the silent night. Cesare paused for a moment before getting into the car. In a dry voice, he said to the soldier waiting for his orders with a panicked expression, “Leave him be. He won’t be dead.”


    Leone of this life would not have been able to shoot himself. He would spend his whole life in agony, unable to comprehend everything that had happened. It was the last intuition he felt as a twin.


    Cesare looked out the car window, then averted his gaze. The military vehicle drove quietly away.
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    Eileen was swept back to a memory from her childhood, a day that felt like both a lifetime ago and only yesterday. It was the first time she had been summoned to see the Prince after the kidnapping, adorned with the dark glasses her mother had given her and with her bangs deliberately trimmed to fall over her eyes.


    Her heart had soared with a mix of joy and immense gratitude. Yet, the young Eileen could not simply run to him. Her mother’s cruel words and savage beatings had coiled around her heart like unbreakable chains, holding her captive.


    “Because of you…! The Prince had to suffer such a disgrace…!”


    Her mother’s eyes, gleaming with a feral madness, screamed like a beast as she struck Eileen. The girl had begged for forgiveness, her tiny body trembling, but her greatest concern was for the Prince. She was just a child, and the precise details of what had occurred were lost to her, but she knew that the Prince had suffered some great harm to save her.


    The phrase, “Because of you,” had been etched into her soul, a stain that would not fade. The Prince was her angel, but she was nothing more than an obstruction, a wretched piece of filth blocking his path. It was the moment when the cold waters of reality had been poured over her, dousing the thrill of a young girl who had foolishly believed she was deserving of his affection. Eileen was ashamed that she could have been so happy, so oblivious to the price he had paid.


    In that shame, she had put on the glasses her mother had given her and used her bangs to hide her face, making herself appear as dreary as she felt. She hated her own reflection, and in her youthful despair, even welcomed the obscuring gloom.


    A few weeks after the ordeal, a messenger arrived from the Imperial Palace. Clutching the letter, Eileen was escorted into the palace grounds. The Prince was still a radiant being, a beacon of light against the oppressive palace walls. Eileen was mesmerized, and after a moment of hesitation, she offered a long-overdue greeting.


    “Thank you for saving me.”


    It was the gratitude she had been too distraught to offer that day. She recalled with a bitter pang of regret that instead of kneeling and thanking him for coming, she had even dared to ask him why he had come. It was a moment of true arrogance.


    But the Prince, as always, was gentle. Judging from her mother’s words, something terrible must have befallen him because of her, yet he showed no hint of anger or reproach. Instead, he simply knelt, bringing himself to her level. He met her gaze, even as she looked fixedly at the floor, unable to meet his eyes. Then, with a quiet chuckle, he gently swept her bangs back with his hand.


    Eileen’s eyes widened in surprise, and for the first time in weeks, her view of the world brightened. The Prince simply smiled, his expression serene as he looked at her trembling, tear-filled eyes. In that moment, Eileen realized that no matter how grotesque she believed her eyes to be, the Prince would always look upon her with profound affection.
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  “Your Highness…”


  Eileen murmured the old title, her voice groggy as she slowly opened her eyes. The boundary between dream and reality was still hazy, and her mind was slow to clear. She was disoriented by the sight of the bedroom ceiling of the quiet brick house. A moment passed before her senses returned and she recognized reality. Memories of finding the house and the intimacy she had shared with Cesare flooded back. That moment of true understanding, of sharing their hearts and their warmth, was now deeply engraved upon her.


  Eileen shifted and turned to her side. There, placed neatly upon the bedside table, was a single white lily. She smiled involuntarily, as if she knew the heart of the person who had left it. She brought the blossom to her nose, the sweet fragrance reminding her of Cesare. It would have been a lie to say she didn’t feel a pang of longing to have awakened beside him, but the feeling was fleeting. It was enough. She knew that Cesare, who had come to this very house, felt the same quiet regret as she did. She covered her fantasies of the Prince with the real-world memory of Cesare, a memory born just yesterday.


  Stepping from the bed, her bare feet sank into the soft pile of a rug. She took a moment to rub her soles against the velvety fur before finding her slippers. Then she began to slowly prepare herself to leave. She had spent far more time in the brick house than she had intended. She would have to hurry back to the Grand Duke’s residence, but there was one place she had to visit first. She had been thinking of going there ever since she had decided to come to the brick house.


  Her body felt remarkably light, a sensation born of her new, immortal state. That, she knew, was the greatest advantage of her newfound existence. This continuous, unchanging state, however, was a grave disadvantage to a researcher. From now on, she would not be able to conduct any experiments on herself.


  ‘There would be limits to the help I could receive from others.’


  A wave of worry washed over her as she finished getting ready. The thought of human experimentation was a heavy one. When she descended the stairs to the first floor, she found Diego and Alessia sitting at the kitchen table, drinking coffee.


  It was no surprise to see Alessia, her escort, but Diego’s presence was unexpected. She was even more taken aback by his casual clothes instead of his usual uniform. His shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing the clear lines of a tattoo on his arm.


  Diego, fidgeting with the dangling earring in his ear, rose from his seat and greeted her.


  “Did you sleep well?”


  He must have noticed her surprise, for he smiled and added with a mischievous laugh,


  “I came here today because I won a fierce competition.”


  Eileen smiled, letting out a small sigh. She could guess why the busy knights had fought so hard to be there. They must have known her destination today.


  Alessia drained the rest of her coffee in a single gulp and walked over to stand beside Eileen. Seeing the two agile figures side by side, Eileen noted how similar they seemed.


  ‘They both resemble feline predators.’


  They were more like predators than house cats, so the comparison seemed apt.


  Eileen stepped into a military vehicle with her two feline-like companions. Alessia was behind the wheel while Diego sat in the passenger seat. The two of them turned to look at her at the same time, and only then did Eileen tell them her destination.


  A complex look flickered across Diego’s face, but he said nothing more than a short question.


  “Would you like to stop at the florist’s first?”


  At the florist’s, Eileen purchased a large bouquet of white lilies with Diego’s assistance. After he had bought the flowers for her, Diego remained silent. Eileen, too, simply stared out the window, a departure from her usual chatter.


  Soon, the car came to a stop, and Alessia and Diego got out first. While Diego’s gaze was fixed on something in the distance, Alessia escorted Eileen. Eileen followed Diego’s line of sight as she got out of the car, clutching the bouquet.


  In the cemetery, amongst the countless tombstones, one stood out from the rest. It was her mother’s grave.


  “……”


  Diego stared at the tombstone for a long moment before turning his eyes to Eileen. Eileen moved her feet silently toward the grave. She had never visited her mother’s grave except on the anniversary of her death. There were too many painful memories that surfaced every time she came here. Eileen hugged the bouquet of lilies a little tighter.


  Lily.


  Was it because she had dreamed of her mother? The memory was more vivid than usual, a haunting echo of her mother’s voice, like a bird’s cheerful song from a time when she had been in a good mood.


  Eileen placed the lilies on the tombstone and stood still, lost in thought. A few steps behind her, Diego spoke softly.


  “I shall withdraw.”


  He moved to a distance and spoke a few words to Alessia, who was standing by the military vehicle, before disappearing from view, likely to find a quiet place for a cigarette.


  Eileen was left alone in front of her mother’s grave. She blinked, surprised. She had always wept when she came here. She had cried and cried, tormented by the memories and illusions of her mother, before leaving as if she were running away.


  But today, strangely, there were no tears. Eileen stared at the name Elrod engraved upon the stone and opened her mouth.


  “Mother.”


  There was no answer, only a sudden gust of wind. It rustled the flowers on the surrounding graves, carrying with it a delicate floral scent. A single pale pink petal, adrift on the wind, touched Eileen’s cheek before falling to the ground. Feeling the gentle touch, Eileen conveyed her decision to the deceased.


  “I have severed my ties to Father… and to Baron Elrod.”
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    Her mother had loathed her husband. She harbored a deep and bitter resentment towards Baron Elrod for failing to elevate her to a higher station, and in turn, she had clung to her role as the Imperial Prince’s nanny with a desperate and feverish intensity. The fact that she was the most sought-after nanny in the Traon Empire filled her with a profound happiness. At every social gathering, she had only to speak of the Imperial Prince to become the center of attention. In this way, Cesare had become the perfect source to satisfy her boundless need for recognition.


    In stark contrast, her husband had only brought her the meager title of ‘Baroness’ and had squandered what little wealth they possessed, making him no different from a detested enemy.


    Eileen’s memory of her parents fighting was a recurring nightmare. She could vividly recall her father’s drunken, booming shouts and her mother’s piercing screams as she threw whatever objects were within her reach. The young Eileen had cowered in the corner of her bedroom, a small, trembling statue, praying for the fight to end. Sometimes, she would be caught in the middle of their fury, and they would use the excuse of discipline to unleash their anger upon her with blows. Eileen, having known nothing else, simply believed she was meant to endure it all.


    It was only after she left for university that her perspective began to shift. Living a new life, far from her parents, Eileen was undoubtedly lonely and struggled to find her footing. Yet, she also found a stable and tranquil sense of peace she had never known. The trembling dread she had felt before opening the front door, wondering if her father had returned in his drunken state, and the constant anxiety of gauging her mother’s moods were gone. The days when she could simply focus on her studies taught Eileen the true meaning of freedom.


    Still, she could not bring herself to abandon them. On the day she received the letter and returned to the capital, her mother had clung to her, weeping, and Eileen had felt as though she was being crushed by a giant rock. But they were her parents, after all. There had been many painful and difficult times, but she clung to the belief that they loved her. Perhaps the form of their affection was different, but she had endured everything by holding onto that one conviction.


    Yet, as she stood there, having decided to sever ties with her father, and seeing him not as a parent but simply as Baron Elrod, a shocking realization washed over her. Perhaps her parents had never loved her at all. The affection she had so desperately believed in was a mere reflection of the love she had so profoundly craved.


    The realization was followed by a surprising sense of relief. It was as if the ropes that had bound her for a lifetime had finally been untied.


    Eileen gently brushed her hand over her eyes, recalling her mother handing her the glasses, the sharp scissors used to trim her bangs, and the vicious curses. But Eileen’s world had now moved far beyond her parents. Even if her mother had said her eyes were disgusting, it no longer mattered. It was just one person’s opinion. There were so many others who cherished her eyes, and who cherished her.


    “My lovely Lily.”


    As if it had been waiting for the moment, the phantom sound of her mother’s voice clung to her. But Eileen simply closed and opened her eyes. She waited for the hallucination to subside, her mind a fortress built of Cesare’s love. At last, the noisy ears fell silent, replaced by a profound and peaceful quiet. Having shaken off the terrible delusion, Eileen parted her lips and inhaled. Then, she tried to speak but closed her mouth once more, staring at the lilies for a long time before finally whispering a farewell.


    “…I’ll be going now.”


    It was the moment she finally let her mother go completely.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Diego watched Eileen from a distance, her small back a fragile silhouette against the tombstones. She was the child he had always yearned to protect, but today, there was a newfound stillness and depth in her posture. Ever since that day they had left the Imperial Palace together, both Eileen and Cesare had changed. He did not know what they had endured, but every time he faced Eileen, whose eyes now held a much deeper look than before, a profound ache lingered in his heart. The child who had once only reached his knees had now grown into a complete woman.


  And yet, Eileen was still someone Diego would always want to protect. This was a feeling that would not change even if she became an old woman with a head full of white hair. He was, and would always be, her knight.


  Though Eileen believed everything had returned to its place, it was not so. Cesare’s orders were still in effect. The knights’ master was Eileen, not Cesare.


  Lost in his own thoughts, Diego turned and spoke to the woman beside him.


  “I’ll be back in a moment. Please handle things here.”


  “Yes,” Alessia replied, her answer brief and without complaint.


  Diego strode away as if to find a place for a smoke. Hidden among the thick bushes and trees, a man was watching Eileen. Diego had known he would find him here. He had predicted that the Baron would visit his late wife’s grave before the coronation and had been waiting for him all along. Diego’s lips curled into a sneer as he looked at the wretched creature, worse than a scavenging rat.


  “Baron Elrod.”


  Baron Elrod, who had been anxiously hiding, jumped up in surprise. His eyes bulged as he looked up at Diego.


  “Haha… Oh, Sir Diego, what a pleasant surprise!” he stammered, a servile smile pasted on his face as he rattled off excuses before he was even asked. “I haven’t been able to reach my dear daughter. As a father, I was worried and came all this way. As you know, there have been some large events lately… I simply wanted to encourage her and offer a word of advice.”


  The sight of him spouting such nonsense made a twisted chuckle escape Diego’s throat. This was a man who would never learn. He would probably keep babbling his pathetic lies until his dying breath. If they had met on the battlefield, Diego would have torn him to shreds long ago, but unfortunately, he was Eileen’s biological father. That was the only reason he had survived this long.


  But now, something had changed. Eileen had declared that she would sever ties with him.


  “The Empress does not wish to have any further relationship with the Baron.”


  Diego spoke the cold reality to a man full of vain dreams. But Baron Elrod did not give up so easily. He smiled broadly, relishing the title of Empress.


  “How can one sever the ties of kinship? My daughter is still young and has momentarily misunderstood, but if she sees her father’s face, she will soon feel better, keuhuk!”


  The Baron’s words were cut short. He froze as soon as Diego grabbed his collar.


  Diego gave him a bright smile. He had truly won the lottery today; his luck was too good. He inwardly praised his tremendous fortune and gave Baron Elrod a cheerful grin.


  “The Empress. How dare you speak so carelessly.”


  “I, I’m so sorry…!”


  The Baron apologized, his face turning pale. He looked more uneasy than ever at Diego’s smiling face. He sensed that something had changed. Until now, the knights had been threatening and intimidating, but they had rarely laid a hand on him directly. They had always been mindful of his connection to Eileen and had maintained that last shred of courtesy.


  But now, Eileen had abandoned him.


  “Baron, do you know? How much we have been waiting for this day.”


  It was too late to run. No, even if he ran to the ends of the continent, they would have found him. Diego was particularly skilled in such things.


  The hand that had gripped his collar twisted his neck. The Baron flailed wildly, his hands trying to tear off the hand that was strangling him, but Diego held him as firm as a rock. The Baron’s eyes rolled upward as he gasped for air, and he eventually fainted. Diego lifted the Baron’s limp body over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes and strode away.


  Reaching the military vehicle, Diego opened the cargo compartment. He tied the Baron up with thick ropes and loaded him in like luggage. The sound of the cargo door closing echoed heavily. There were so many things he wanted to do to the Baron. As he thought about what to do first, Diego hummed a tune and returned to where Eileen was.
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    “Baron Elrod is dead.”


    As Rotan delivered the report, Cesare, who was standing before a grand mirror inspecting his coronation robes, let out a low, knowing chuckle.


    Beside him, Senon’s hand flew to cover his face, a gesture to hide the grimace of pure frustration. The other hand, clutching a sheaf of documents, balled into a fist so tight the papers were reduced to a crumpled mess. He ground his teeth, shooting a glare filled with all his might at Rotan. It was all too clear that only Diego and Rotan had had the pleasure.


    If I could, I would grab him by the collar, Senon thought, forcing himself to hold back. He was, after all, in front of Cesare. As Senon’s eyes blazed with a silent fury, Rotan simply raised a thick eyebrow and then lowered it, feigning ignorance.


    Baron Elrod, once captured by Diego, had indeed met a cruel end. According to Diego’s official defense, he had no intention of killing the man, but everyone knew that was nothing more than a convenient lie.


    Cesare’s short laugh faded, and he slowly spoke.


    “Inform Eileen a little later.”


    “I shall tell her after the coronation,” Rotan immediately replied, understanding Cesare’s intent without another word. The truth could not be hidden forever, and Eileen would have to be told of her father’s death. But they would delay the news, and they would weave in a few lies. The world would know that Baron Elrod had met an unexpected end in a quarrel with a drunkard while on Fiore Street.


    Cesare stared at his own reflection in the mirror, at the crimson eyes that so many called a symbol of misfortune. He gazed at the blood-red color and tilted his head slightly. His long eyes narrowed.


    Will Eileen realize the truth?


    Just as he had, Eileen had endured alone for seven years. The throne she had been forced to take could not have been without meaning. The time she had spent as Empress had undeniably changed her. Perhaps she would see through the lie in an instant. But even if she did know the truth… that level of shock would not break her anymore. No, the word ‘shock’ was now too grand. She would probably brush it off with ease.


    Eileen had, after all, vaguely guessed that the moment she severed ties with her father, he would be dealt with swiftly. And no matter what happened, Cesare was certain that Eileen would choose him. She was the only being in his world who created irrationality and defied all logic. Now that he had been chosen by her, he no longer doubted their constant bond.


    Imagining the new future he would build with Eileen, he finally pulled his gaze away from his own reflection.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  It was the day of the new Imperator’s coronation. Eileen, who had awakened before sunrise to prepare, habitually avoided looking in the mirror. Yet, as she walked down a corridor of the Imperial Palace with long, sweeping windows, she stopped without realizing it.


  “……”


  Eileen blinked slowly. It was early morning, before the last vestiges of night had receded. Darkness still hung outside the window, and only the lamps in the corridor were lit. Unconsciously looking out, Eileen found herself face to face with a woman reflected in the dark glass. The woman, illuminated by the flickering light, had wide, round eyes. It was the very woman she had seen in the wedding photograph. The woman whom she had thought was as beautiful as a fairy was staring back at her. As Eileen stood there, staring blankly at the reflection, the ladies attending to her looked on with puzzled expressions.


  Alessia, who had been following close behind, approached and stood by her side. She followed Eileen’s gaze, as if expecting to see something outside. Eileen moved her eyes to confirm Alessia’s reflection in the glass, and when she saw her as she was, she looked back at the woman in the window. The woman, whose eyes were wide in surprise, gradually calmed. And at last, her face was a picture of complete peace.


  Eileen quietly approached the window and placed her hand on it. She felt the cool, smooth touch of the glass against her fingertips and then stepped back. Her heart, which had been pounding violently, was now calm.


  “Are you alright?” Alessia asked, her voice low as she stayed close to Eileen.


  “…I am well,” Eileen nodded slowly, her voice soft and light. “It was nothing at all.”


  It truly was nothing. As she fully understood this fact, she was suddenly filled with a desperate yearning to see Cesare. The words she wanted to say to him swelled within her heart. Eileen walked faster, feeling an impatient joy. She finished her preparations.


  The pure white dress prepared for the coronation was reminiscent of a wedding gown. Eileen looked in the mirror one last time before her preparations were complete. By the time she put on the long red cloak that draped from her shoulders, the sun was shining brightly everywhere. The flags of the Traon Empire were hung throughout the Imperial Palace, now flooded with brilliant sunlight. Countless imperial flags fluttered in unison with the wind, creating a majestic red wave.


  After the coronation ceremony in the Imperial Palace hall, she was scheduled to tour the capital and greet the citizens. In truth, the Imperial Palace hall was a place that Eileen was afraid to even think about. It was where the most terrible thing in her life had happened, and it was a place that appeared in her every nightmare. But it would be different now. If she saw Cesare wearing the imperial crown, she would be able to overwrite all the bad memories. Her heart swelled as she imagined him being proclaimed as Imperator to the world.


  “You are so beautiful…” a maid helping her get ready murmured in a daze. Eileen gave an awkward smile and thanked her.


  As she entered the corridor to move on alone, Eileen saw someone walking towards her from the opposite side and stopped dead in her tracks. According to the plan, they were meant to meet in front of the hall. But he was here. He could not wait even a moment to see her.


  Eileen knew why he had come to find her so early. She had no need to hesitate. It must be the same thought and feeling. Eileen tried to run to him in an instant.


  “Cesare!”


  “Stay there, Eileen.”


  But Cesare could not bear to see her run to him. He immediately stopped her and strode towards her with long, purposeful steps. Then, he wrapped his arms around her waist with a strong force. The hem of her white dress was covered by his own dark, heavy robes.


  “It is dangerous.”


  Eileen smiled brightly at his low, gentle rebuke. Cesare’s face naturally lit up with a smile at her radiant expression. Embraced in his broad arms, Eileen looked up at him with a heart overflowing with emotion. The rising feelings were so overwhelming that she could not express them in words; she simply continued to smile. She was so happy that she could barely believe the reality of being with him.


  His red eyes, as they looked at her, also sparkled like fresh petals. It was a gaze that could not hide his happiness, just like Eileen’s. Eileen’s heart beat even faster at the sight of him, a man who so rarely showed his feelings, being so open.


  “Beautiful,” he whispered a simple compliment. When Eileen quickly replied that Cesare was also very handsome, he chuckled and asked in return.


  “Like an Imperator?”


  “Ah, but not like an Imperator…” Eileen, about to say that he was indeed a true Imperator, stopped herself, realizing he was teasing. Cesare laughed softly and carefully kissed her, a light press of his lips to hers to avoid messing up her makeup. He then drew back.


  Suddenly, Eileen had a thought. I wish time would stop at this moment. But she quickly shook her head, casting the thought away. What Eileen had always wished for was Cesare’s glory. Imagining the dazzling future that would unfold for him, even the Imperator’s coronation would be nothing more than a fleeting moment. However, it would be a precious token in the eternal time to come. Eileen would never forget today.


  Eileen and Cesare held hands and headed to the hall where the coronation would be held. Walking side by side with him, Eileen smiled happily once more, all her thoughts for Cesare, who had created all of this for her.


  It was truly a world made just for Eileen.


  



  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  WICKED HUSBAND-THE END
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    The summer heat in the Traon Empire was normally dry and manageable in the shade, but today, a thick, humid air clung to everything. This stifling blanket was the lingering ghost of the monsoon rains that had just recently ceased. The sky remained a dull, gray blanket, trapping the heavy, muggy air and making every breath feel like a chore.


    Cesare moved with a languid pace. At his side, his twin brother Leone cast a worried glance at him.


    “You’re skipping meals? They said you haven’t even had water,” Leone pressed, his voice a mix of concern and frustration.


    It had been four days since their mother had retreated into her palace, a self-imposed exile where she refused to see anyone. Word was she was forgoing food and drink, consumed entirely by her sorcery. Up until now, they’d left her to her strange rituals.


    Leone, however, was growing increasingly anxious. He finally sought out Cesare, hoping they could face their mother’s eerie solitude together. He was worried, but the thought of going alone terrified him. What if he disturbed her in the middle of a spell? Leone secretly hoped that if their mother’s wrath fell upon them, it would be shared with his twin.


    Despite both boys having come of age this year, Leone still clung to a certain childish dependence, especially when it came to their mother. He claimed to despise her, yet he harbored a desperate, secret desire for her affection. Unlike Cesare, Leone had known a measure of their mother’s love. She had favored his blue eyes, which so resembled the Emperor’s, while she viewed Cesare’s red ones as a cursed omen.


    Cesare remained unmoved by his mother’s blatant favoritism. He simply didn’t have the capacity for such emotional turmoil. The only thing that truly bothered him was when she pestered him for his blood or dragged him into her outlandish sorcery. He saw it all as a monumental waste of time.


    Raising the dead? A foolish and futile act. Cesare scoffed inwardly. When she’d been obsessed with superstitions to win back the Emperor’s affection, at least there was a remote chance, however slim, that the old Emperor might have a change of heart. Of course, that would have nothing to do with her foolish rituals.


    This new fixation on necromancy was beyond comprehension. To Cesare, it was an act of pure madness, something only a person devoid of reason and common sense would even attempt. He grimaced at the memory of a previous ritual. He might end up covered in goat’s blood again if he bothered his mother this time. Cesare initially refused Leone’s plea, but his brother was so persistent that he eventually relented.


    After a quiet cup of tea, they headed toward their mother’s residence. The palace, visible from a distance, was noticeably shabby. The Emperor, who doted on his twin sons—especially Cesare—harbored nothing but disdain for their mother. To keep her from becoming arrogant on the strength of her sons’ reputation, he deliberately mistreated her, leaving her with a palace that was a disgrace to her status as mother to two princes.


    As they entered, not a single maid came to greet them. It was a known fact that her staff was minimal, but it seemed they were all away.


    “Well, we did come without warning,” Leone mumbled, a hint of embarrassment in his voice as he strode ahead. They made their way to the room where their mother secluded herself for her sorcery.


    The hallway was shrouded in a perpetual gloom, its windows covered by thick curtains. A dark, sticky red liquid covered the floor in front of her door, seeping out from a crack beneath it. It was blood, thick and viscous, that made a sickening squishing sound as it clung to their boots. Leone visibly recoiled, then cautiously knocked.


    “Mother, it’s Leone.”


    Silence. He tried the doorknob. It turned smoothly. Leone stared at the unlocked door, then spoke again, his voice trembling slightly.


    “I’m coming in.”


    A grating sound, a strange, metallic screech, echoed as he pushed the door open. It wasn’t the door’s hinges. Squeak, squeak… A long shape swayed in the breeze from an open window. The air, despite the open window, was foul and heavy.


    Cesare’s face hardened, and Leone’s eyes widened. For a moment, the twins stood frozen in place.


    “…Ah.”


    It was Leone who finally broke the stillness, a low groan escaping his lips. He stumbled forward, then collapsed, vomiting onto the blood-soaked floor.


    Leaving his dazed brother behind, Cesare stepped into the room. He picked up a knife lying on the floor and swiftly cut the corpse’s neck, bringing the dangling body to the ground. The scene was gruesome, but Cesare knew the undertaker would be able to make it presentable.


    He surveyed the room. The walls were covered in blood, remnants of a final, desperate act of sorcery. Animal blood for sure, but probably his as well. Cesare remembered his mother’s last frantic requests for more and more of his blood. Leone, now covered in blood and his own vomit, simply stared at Cesare with vacant, hollow eyes.


    Cesare pulled off his soiled leather gloves, throwing them to the floor. “Get a grip, Leone.”


    Leone didn’t react. Cesare knelt, grabbed his brother, and dragged him out of the room. Then, he slapped him hard across the cheek.


    The slap finally broke through Leone’s catatonic state. He blinked, the fog lifting from his eyes, and a wave of emotions crashed over his face. He struggled to compose himself. As a prince of the Traon Empire, their position was always precarious. They were just two of the Emperor’s many children. They couldn’t afford to fall out of favor. Showing such open grief over the death of a mother the Emperor despised would be a grave mistake.


    Leone, forcibly suppressing his turmoil, asked Cesare in a shaky voice, “Are you… okay?”


    Cesare pondered the question. He had witnessed countless deaths on the battlefield, seen bodies in far worse states. His mother’s death was almost tame by comparison. When he simply replied that he was fine, Leone’s face grew even paler.


    “How can you be like that?” he whispered, his eyes wide with a confusion Cesare couldn’t understand. Leone argued that this was different; it was their mother. But to Cesare, a dead body was a dead body.


    He kept his thoughts to himself. He knew better than to reveal the chasm that separated their feelings.


    The news of the twin princes’ mother’s suicide spread through the imperial palace with the speed of a gust of wind.


    



  


  ❈──•✧•𝐑𝐞𝐚𝐝 𝐅𝐨𝐫 𝐅𝐫𝐞𝐞 𝐚𝐭 𝐌𝐨𝐨𝐧𝐫𝐞𝐚𝐝•✧•──❈


  



  He met Eileen the very day his mother died.


  It had been a pre-arranged appointment, but the servants tried to turn the girl away. They assumed he’d be in mourning and wouldn’t want to be bothered by a child. They thought he would at least show a pretense of sorrow, even if his relationship with his mother had been strained.


  But Cesare didn’t deviate from his schedule. Eileen arrived exactly on time.


  She was uncharacteristically subdued, sensing the tense atmosphere of the palace. Normally, she was a chatterbox, but today she was quiet. She even asked him if something was wrong, her golden-green eyes already glistening with unshed tears.


  As he looked at her, a question occurred to him. How would she react if he told her about his mother’s death?


  He knew she would cry. She would weep for him, shedding all the tears he didn’t have, and then she would try her earnest best to comfort him. He was curious to see her clumsy efforts, but he didn’t want to see her cry. He had no idea how to comfort someone.


  So, he simply told her nothing was wrong and spent their time together as planned.


  He didn’t realize it then, but he did now. There was another reason he hadn’t told her about his mother. He didn’t want to see her cry for him.
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    Leone was terrified of himself, of the chilling calm he felt at their mother’s passing. If Eileen ever discovered this cold indifference, she would surely view him with the same fearful pity.


    Cesare, for his part, wanted nothing more than for the golden-green eyes that sparkled like stars when they looked at him to remain untouched by such darkness.


    He, who rarely dwelled on the past, let out a soft laugh. He scoffed at his own youthful, sentimental thoughts from when he was eighteen, and then, with a flourish, he dipped his fountain pen and signed the document.


    [Cesare Traon Carl Imperator]


    With a single stroke, his deceased mother’s legacy was secured. She would be granted a royal title and laid to rest in the hallowed ground of the Imperial tomb. He felt no personal attachment to his mother, but as the new Imperator, this was his duty. Originally, his brother Leone, the former Imperator, had planned to do this after his marriage to the Duke of Parbellini’s daughter.


    After signing, Cesare set down the pen and rose from his chair. “Where is the Empress?” he asked.


    The attendant bowed, promising to find her immediately. As he waited, Cesare considered the possibilities. The laboratory, the greenhouse, or perhaps her private study. One of those three, he was certain. But for once, his prediction was delightfully wrong.


    “She is meeting a guest in the audience chamber,” the attendant reported.


    Cesare’s eyebrows rose in surprise. As far as he knew, Eileen had no appointments scheduled for today.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  She had woken before dawn, stretching her limbs with a soft groan. Or at least, she tried to.


  A familiar, heavy weight held her in place, making it impossible to move. But instead of alarm, a sense of peace settled over her. Eileen simply snuggled deeper into the arms that held her so securely.


  She slowly lifted her head, her gaze resting on the sleeping man beside her. She wiggled a little, but Cesare remained sound asleep, a feat that would have been impossible in the past.


  Eileen’s lips curled into a gentle smile as she looked at his long, dark lashes. A warm, fuzzy feeling spread through her chest.


  He used to hardly sleep at all, barely dozing before waking again, even with her beside him. But now, Cesare could sleep soundly. The only condition was that he had to be holding her, but it was a small price to pay for the truly restful sleep that had once been denied to him. The nightmares that had plagued him for years were finally gone.


  Unable to resist, Eileen leaned in, her lips lightly brushing his chin, a silent gesture of affection. She wanted to kiss his lips, but the height difference made it impossible.


  Cesare’s brow furrowed, a slight frown crossing his face. Was he waking up? Instead of opening his eyes, he pulled her closer, his large hand gently pressing the back of her head against his solid chest. With his eyes still closed, he spoke, his voice heavy with sleep.


  “Good morning.”


  “Good morning, Cesare,” she replied, her voice muffled against his chest.


  The steady rhythm of his heart filled her ears, a pleasant reminder that he was here, alive. After a moment, she finally tried to get up. It was nearly time for the day to begin.


  As the Imperator of the Traon Empire, Cesare’s days were packed. His time was more valuable than gold, and the moments they were wasting in bed were priceless. As his wife and Empress, it was her duty to help him with his imperial responsibilities. So, she tried to gently nudge him awake.


  “Um… shouldn’t you get up now?”


  His reply was a lazy murmur, his eyes still closed. “Maybe not.”


  Eileen didn’t know what to do when he answered like that. She froze like a little wooden doll. “Uh… you really have to get up, though.”


  The maids and attendants were forbidden from entering the bedroom to wake Cesare. He had always been so punctual that it wasn’t necessary, but he had also made it a strict rule that no one but Eileen was allowed in the room without his permission.


  Lately, though, Cesare had been lingering in bed more and more. Every morning was a new struggle.


  Fidgeting nervously, Eileen tried again. “Cesare?”


  Finally, his eyelids fluttered open. His soft, crimson eyes gazed at her. A gentle smile touched his lips as he ran his finger through a lock of her hair, which shimmered in the morning light with a mix of mysterious colors. The stark contrast between her light hair and his dark hair was striking.


  His hand left her hair and moved to her neck. In the past, his touch would have been almost possessive, but now, he simply pressed his thumb against her skin for a moment before moving on. His hand came to rest on her cheek, his warm palm cupping her face. He leaned in.


  A light kiss sounded like a soft gasp as his lips touched her forehead. Cesare pulled back and stared at her, his expression unreadable.


  Eileen, in turn, gazed back, still awestruck by the sheer reality of him, as if seeing his face every morning were a dream. She realized they were now truly running late.


  “Um, Cesare.”


  At her soft call, the arms around her loosened. She lifted herself up a little and kissed him on the lips.


  He chuckled and finally got out of bed. Then, he scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the bathroom.


  She could have walked, but she didn’t object to his embrace. As he carried her, their eyes met, and they shared a small, secret laugh. These were the precious, small moments that made their day special.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  With Morpheus now on the market alongside Aspilia, Eileen’s fame was skyrocketing. People who had experienced the drugs’ effects first-hand praised her endlessly. As a result, other nations grew intensely curious about the new medicines.


  However, the Traon Empire was already struggling to meet domestic demand, and so the export of the drugs was strictly forbidden. Of course, no ban was ever entirely successful. Aspilia and Morpheus began to be smuggled abroad, and those who experienced them wanted them more than ever. Morpheus, in particular, was in high demand for its special uses.


  The Traon Empire was flooded with diplomatic requests from all over the continent. Some were subtle, while others openly demanded the drugs. The situation was so chaotic that it had paralyzed the imperial court’s diplomatic affairs.


  Cesare had a plan. He blocked all this chaos from reaching Eileen, shielding her from the pressure. He wanted her to focus on her research without any sense of duty or burden. He also instructed his diplomats to hold all the cards and negotiate from a position of absolute power.


  Eileen knew the drugs she had developed were popular, but she had no idea that they were causing such a global uproar.
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    While a storm raged outside, Eileen remained untouched, a tranquil eye in the whirlwind. This peaceful seclusion was thanks in large part to Sonio, the Head Chamberlain of the Empress Palace. He handled the majority of her duties, allowing her to focus solely on her research.


    Eileen worried she was burdening him, but Sonio was resolute. “My highest priority,” he told her with utmost seriousness, “is to create an environment where Your Majesty can concentrate on her research.” He believed that increasing the production of new medicines was the most important state affair.


    ' He truly is a great help.’


    Of course, some matters required her direct approval. Sonio would neatly summarize everything, presenting her with a single, concise report. This allowed Eileen to make quick decisions, saving precious time for her research.


    She had spent the entire day in the laboratory and had just stepped into the garden for a breath of fresh air. She asked the maids to keep their distance and strolled slowly, her mind still preoccupied with her work.


    Specifically, she was thinking about Morpheus. While common painkillers only eased physical discomfort, Morpheus worked by making the brain ignore pain altogether. It was a powerful narcotic with addictive properties and a serious side effect: some users reported an increased sensitivity to pain.


    I want to fix that side effect before we increase production, she thought. Even if it’s meant for end-of-life care, I have to solve the pain sensitization.


    Lost in thought, she was startled by a commotion from a distance. She turned toward the sound, and the maids, who had been keeping their distance, were suddenly right beside her. Eileen flinched as each of them pulled out a pistol. She had heard that Michele had personally trained the maids, but she had no idea they were all armed.


    “We will protect you,” one of them said, their formerly gentle tone now as sharp and cold as a soldier’s. Eileen, familiar with the sound, instinctively took a step back, hiding behind them.


    Just then, a man tumbled out of the bushes. Covered in twigs and leaves, he froze the moment he saw her. “Your Majesty…?” he stammered, his mouth agape.


    The eye contact was brief. The palace guards, who had been chasing him, quickly subdued the man, pinning him to the ground. He cried out as he fell face-down. Desperately, he tried to shout something.


    “Your Majesty! Please, just listen to me! Morpheus… agh!”


    One of the guards slammed the man’s head against the ground, silencing him. When he looked up, a gun was pointed at his head, and he immediately stopped resisting. The maids stepped in front of Eileen, blocking her view of the scene. The guards, apologizing profusely for the disturbance, began to drag the man away.


    “Wait,” Eileen said, stopping them. She told the guards to bring him to her and instructed her maids to lower their guns.


    The maids obeyed, but their fingers remained on the triggers, ready to fire at the first sign of trouble. The man, terrified but with a desperate hope in his eyes, stared at Eileen.


    “Did you come to me because of Morpheus?” she asked.


    “Yes, that’s right!” he replied, swallowing hard.


    He was well-dressed, though his clothes were now filthy. His clean face and refined demeanor suggested he was a scholar or a nobleman, not a soldier.


    Judging by his accent, he is not from the Traon Empire, she realized. She remembered Cesare telling her that foreign diplomats would be arriving to negotiate the export of Morpheus. She had a feeling this was one of them. But for a diplomat to so rudely barge into the Empress Palace just because negotiations aren’t going his way?


    Someone with that kind of training wouldn’t act so rashly. She knew there must be a desperate reason, but she first addressed his breach of etiquette.


    “Why are you doing this? You should know the basics of diplomatic protocol.”


    He was clearly shocked that she had identified him. Eileen’s voice grew colder. “You may leave.”


    She was curious to hear his story, but as the Empress, she had to follow protocol. He needed to apologize for his actions.


    The man, his hope crushed by her words, immediately fell to his knees. “I’m so sorry, Your Majesty! My younger brother is gravely ill, and I acted recklessly!” he pleaded. “My only brother is a retired soldier…”


    He knew she had created the drug for soldiers, and he was using that knowledge to appeal to her. Eileen stared at him in silence. He couldn’t hold her gaze for long, lowering his head, his ears flushed with shame. “I’m so sorry,” he repeated.


    Eileen sighed softly. She turned away from him and spoke to her maids.


    “Escort him to the reception room.”


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Ert was a small country, but its location at the center of the continental trade routes made it prosperous. The Traon Empire created new trends; Ert spread them across the continent. When Aspilia and Morpheus appeared, Ert was one of the first countries to try to smuggle them.


  Count Shulen, a diplomat from Ert, had a personal stake in this. His younger brother, a retired soldier, suffered from chronic, agonizing pain from a past injury. Count Shulen had searched everywhere for a cure. When he heard about Morpheus, he managed to smuggle a small amount.


  It was a miracle drug. His brother, who hadn’t responded to any other medicine, could finally find peace and forget his pain. The Count even wept when he saw his brother sleeping peacefully for the first time in years.


  He was determined to get more, but it was proving difficult. The Traon Empire had banned exports and was just beginning negotiations for official trade. It would be a long time before Morpheus reached Ert legally. The amount they could smuggle was far too small, and time was running out.


  Before his arrival, Count Shulen had thoroughly investigated the Empress, the developer of Morpheus. She was a strange one, the daughter of a minor baron whom Cesare, the Grand Duke of the Traon Empire, had chosen as his wife. Everyone had mocked Cesare’s “insane” decision to marry a woman with no beauty, wealth, or power.


  But then, at her wedding, she had revealed an exquisite beauty that silenced her critics. And after she released Aspilia, the world began to praise her genius. Now, as the Empress, she was as beloved by the people of the Traon Empire as the Emperor himself.
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    The citizens of the Traon Empire were well aware of the incredible power of Aspilia and Morpheus. They knew that their new drugs had stirred up chaos abroad. The Empress, a woman of outstanding beauty, had not only elevated the empire’s prestige by creating these historic medicines, but she had also captured their hearts.


    Yet, despite this overwhelming support, the Duchess rarely appeared in public. She was a woman solely dedicated to her research. Count Shulen, after his thorough investigation, was convinced that she was an innocent pharmacist, a woman who knew nothing but her work. He believed her past as a simple pharmacist and her reputation for innocence in high society proved she was a gentle soul.


    His plan was to use her compassion to get the Morpheus he so desperately needed. He would find her, appeal to her kindness, and secure the medicine for his brother. He knew it was a mad plan, a dangerous gamble that could ruin him. But if he succeeded, he would not only save his brother but also create a crucial connection with the Duchess, something no one else had managed.


    He arrived at the Imperial Palace for negotiations, and using his diplomatic status to his advantage, he managed to bypass the guards and reach her palace. But when he finally saw her, his careful plan shattered. He knew she was beautiful from the countless newspaper articles and paintings, but they couldn’t capture the truth. Her beauty was otherworldly, a divine force that couldn’t be contained on paper. It was like a lightning bolt to the head, and he stood there, speechless.


    The guards quickly brought him back to reality, forcing him to the ground. He desperately yelled the words he had rehearsed, hoping to salvage the situation. But the woman he had assumed was a naive innocent proved to be surprisingly shrewd. She immediately identified him as a diplomat and acted with a calm rationality that defied his expectations. She didn’t seem like someone who had risen to power overnight, but rather like a woman born into a life of respect and adoration.


    Count Shulen, in that moment, had to face the truth: he knew nothing about the Duchess. He tidied himself up under the watchful eyes of the maids and was led into the drawing room. He bowed with a humility he truly felt. “I thank you for your generous grace in accepting me, despite my rudeness.” He wanted to kneel. He couldn’t even look her in the eyes, convinced he was speaking to a fairy, not a mortal woman.


    Meanwhile, Eileen was worried about him. His face was flushed, and his breathing was unsteady. Did the guards hurt him? She knew everyone was extra vigilant when it came to her safety, and they might have been too rough. This was a diplomatic nightmare. The Kingdom of Ert was an important trade partner, and starting a conflict with them would be disastrous.


    The room fell silent, each lost in their own thoughts. Eileen took a sip of tea before breaking the silence.


    “I understand negotiations regarding Morpheus are underway,” she said.


    “…Yes,” Count Shulen replied, wiping his sweaty palms with a handkerchief. He placed his hands neatly in his lap. “My brother doesn’t have much time left.” He had come to the empire prepared for the possibility that he would return home to attend his brother’s funeral. “It will be a long time before negotiations are finalized, so I was hoping there might be a way to get the medicine sooner… As you know, every country wants Morpheus.” He told her of the chaos outside the empire, hoping to flatter her with a tale of her influence.


    But as she listened, Eileen grew embarrassed. She knew her medicines were popular, but she had no idea they were causing such a global uproar. In the seven years she had been Imperator, she had focused all her energy on finding Cesare and had paid little attention to the success of her drugs. This was a complete surprise.


    If I had known, I would have focused more on mass production. As she chastised herself, she realized why she had been kept in the dark. It’s Cesare. He must have known that if she learned of the chaos, she would feel responsible and work herself to the bone. He had always tried to shield her.


    But we are different now. They trusted and loved each other completely. They both believed the other’s well-being was the most important thing in the world. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that he had chosen to hide this from her instead of talking to her about it.


    Count Shulen fell silent as her expression darkened. Eileen pushed her thoughts of Cesare aside for the moment and got to the point.


    “If I were to give you Morpheus separately, it would be a great injustice to others. What reason do I have to help you, at such a cost?” Her compassion had earned him a conversation, no more. He must have known that. He must have a plan.


    “If you help me, and in addition, promise the Kingdom of Ert preferential negotiations,” he said, his eyes fixed on her. “I will give you the Shulen information.”


    Information?


    Before she could ask him to clarify, Sonio rushed into the room. “His Imperial Majesty…!” He stopped short, bowing deeply as he saw who had followed him.


    Eileen’s eyes widened. “Cesare!” He was not supposed to be here. He should be in the main palace, a world away from her. She hurried toward him, her steps quickening with worry and surprise. Cesare effortlessly pulled her into his arms, and she hugged him back without a second thought. He chuckled.


    Count Shulen’s eyes widened in disbelief. The man before him, Cesare Traon Karl Imperator, was a figure of brutal legend, a man whose crimson eyes were a symbol of misfortune. It was impossible to believe this same man could be so gentle. Shulen felt like he was in a dream.


    As he stood there, dazed, Cesare’s red eyes turned to him, and he smiled. “A guest?” he asked Eileen.
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    The moment their eyes met, Count Shulen nearly fainted with terror. A sudden chill went down his spine, and he felt his entire body begin to tremble. Eileen, meanwhile, was completely unaware of the Count’s fear. She was simply happy to see Cesare.


    “Yes, we were just talking about Morpheus…” she said, but her voice held a hint of disappointment. She knew Cesare would pick up on it.


    Eileen blinked, her gaze fixed on his steady crimson eyes. Cesare narrowed his eyes slightly. “It seems I have done something wrong,” he said.


    An emperor shouldn’t say such things. Eileen, acutely aware of Count Shulen’s presence, quickly shook her head.


    “No! Your Majesty…”


    “Eileen,” Cesare said in a low tone. He didn’t like being called “Your Majesty” by her.


    Her true feelings slipped out. “…Cesare, I didn’t know Morpheus was causing such a fuss. Or that there was such a desperate demand from abroad.” She looked at him, letting a hint of her disappointment show. Why did you hide it? she asked silently.


    He gently caressed the corner of her eye, and Eileen flinched slightly at the ticklish sensation.


    “Anyway, we were talking about Morpheus…” She tried to change the subject. It wasn’t the time to discuss their personal feelings with a guest present. She also knew she had to be very careful in front of Cesare. Count Shulen had acted improperly, and Cesare was not one to forgive such disrespect.


    “I can’t just dismiss a guest of the Empress’s Palace as I please…” she began, but Cesare held her firmly. He looked at the Count.


    “Is there anything more to say?” he asked.


    The Count, terrified, shook his head. Eileen knew it was time for him to leave before he incurred Cesare’s full displeasure. She had heard enough.


    “I will consider your proposal,” she said. “You may withdraw for today.”


    “Th-thank you, Your Majesty,” Count Shulen stammered, bowing quickly. He scurried out of the room, looking like a man fleeing for his life.


    With the Count gone, only Cesare and Eileen remained. Sonio had also left to escort the Count out.


    Eileen broke the silence. “What should we do?”


    “What do you want to do?” Cesare asked, as if the matter of international negotiations were a small thing.


    Knowing that he valued her opinion above all else, Eileen gave him her answer. “If the price is right, I’d like to give it to them.”


    Though she had been cold to him, she had been thinking about his brother, the retired soldier. Soldiers held a special place in her heart. She wanted to help Count Shulen’s brother, to make sure his sacrifice had not been in vain.


    “But I don’t know the value of the ‘Shulen information’ the Count offered,” she admitted.


    “It’s not bad, all things considered,” Cesare said.


    Her eyes widened. If Cesare thought it wasn’t bad, it must be an amazing deal. She wanted to know more, but he didn’t seem to want to discuss work. He always treated everything besides her as a trivial matter.


    “You must be angry that I acted arbitrarily,” he said, his lips close to her ear. “I was wrong, Eileen.”


    He was an emperor, a man who answered to no one, yet he always readily admitted his mistakes to her. Eileen felt a strange mix of emotions. She had always seen him as a distant, untouchable figure. But he was her husband, not just her Emperor. She hesitated for a moment, then spoke her heart.


    “Please don’t hide things from me in the future.” She added, “I’ll try too. I’ll be careful not to overwork myself with research.”


    She knew he had done it out of love, and her disappointment faded. Cesare gazed at her intently, wanting to be certain she was okay.


    “Shall we… kiss?” she suggested, knowing that he needed a physical act to fully understand her emotions.


    A slight smile touched the corners of his lips. Before she could react, he kissed her, his lips pressing against hers with an intensity that made her eyes widen.


    “Ah, ungh…” she gasped.


    It was a passionate, deep kiss, right there in broad daylight. His tongue slipped between her lips, filling her mouth. She could feel every slow, lazy breath he took. When she parted her lips to catch a breath, he deepened the kiss. A shiver ran down her spine, and a soft groan escaped her throat. As she swallowed, his soft tongue gently grazed the roof of her mouth, and she squeezed her eyes shut.


    “Don’t close your eyes…” he whispered, his lips almost touching hers. He kissed her again, and this time she kept her eyes open.


    The intense kiss ended only when she was so weak she could barely stand. The lingering disappointment she had felt was completely gone. As she panted, her chest rising and falling, Cesare gently wiped the corner of her mouth.


    Eileen looked up at him, her face flushed. Cesare, his gaze fixed on her golden-green eyes, asked, “When will Her Majesty be returning to her chambers today?”


    Eileen had her own bedroom in the Empress’s Palace, but she never used it. She always slept in the Emperor’s chambers. At the thought of her empty room, a large hand gently stroked her waist, and she shivered at his touch.


    Cesare leaned in, his voice a low, husky whisper. “Come early, Eileen.”
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    Count Shulen left the Empress’s palace a broken man, as if a decade had been added to his life. The focused intelligence in his eyes was gone, replaced by a vacant stare.


    To think I would come face to face with the Imperator of the Traon Empire…


    He had heard countless stories about the Imperator, a mix of wild rumors and sober accounts. But today, he realized no one had ever truly captured the man. Cesare was not a being that could be understood through simple words or photographs. If any description came close, it was the ominous whisper of his crimson eyes. They were a chillingly vivid and true-to-life omen.


    Normally, the Count, a man of lower rank, would never have met the Imperator directly. The negotiations would have been handled by minor nobles. To his horror, the Count realized he had been granted an audience with death itself. It was a miracle he had even made it out alive. He patted his chest repeatedly, his gaze fixed on the Empress’s palace.


    Would she accept the deal?


    The ‘Shulen information’ he had offered was no simple token. The Shulen family had served as diplomats for the Kingdom of Ert for generations. But their title was a mere cover for their true, far more important duty: collecting and managing a vast network of information that flowed through Ert, the heart of continental trade. It was this network that gave the small kingdom its considerable influence.


    The King had already given his reluctant permission to use this information in the Morpheus negotiations. The new medicines were a potential golden ticket to future trends, and the King was willing to pay a high price.


    I planned to exclude information about my own country…


    He had been cast out before he could even mention this detail. Yet, he felt no regret. He had conveyed the most important points, and, more importantly, he no longer had the courage to be near the Imperator.


    The Traon Empire calls its ruler ‘Imperator’. The arrogant title suited Cesare perfectly. The mere thought of him made Count Shulen’s body instinctively shrink. He began to hurry away, but a sudden figure blocked his path.


    “Heeok!” The Count shrieked. A man stood before him, silhouetted by the sun. He was built like a bear, with a severe burn scar covering half of his face, giving him a truly menacing look.


    “Count Shulen,” the man’s voice was heavy, like a stone dropping.


    “Yes…?”


    “Come with me.” He simply turned and walked away. The uniform he wore identified him as a knight of the Traon Empire. This must be Rotan. The Imperator’s knights were as feared as their master. The Count knew better than to resist. He had trespassed, and now he would pay the price. He inwardly steeled himself and followed.


    He tried to make conversation a few times, but Rotan remained silent. They reached a secluded building on the palace grounds. A woman in a military uniform was sprawled on a sofa, casually eating a large cookie.


    “Oh, is this the bastard?” she greeted him. “The noble bastard who dared to jump into the Empress’s palace garden?”


    “I am a diplomat from the Kingdom of Ert,” the Count announced, hoping to mitigate the damage.


    Michele simply shook her head. “Haa, if Alessia weren’t on vacation, there’d be at least one bruise on that diplomat bastard’s face.” She chuckled, a glint of cruel humor in her eyes.


    “The knights of His Imperial Majesty would not act in such a way…” the Count insisted, trying a final, desperate plea.


    “Oh?” Michele asked, taking a bite of her cookie. “We’re the Empress’s knights, aren’t we?”


    The Count was utterly confused. He knew these men and women were the Imperator’s knights. Was he so disrespectful they were now toying with him? He nervously wiped his sweaty palms on his pants, not daring to reach for his handkerchief. His instincts told him any sudden move would earn him a beating.


    “W-what is the reason for bringing me here… Keok!”


    Michele struck the back of his head with a single, brutal blow. His head slammed onto the table with a loud thud. Stars exploded in his vision, and his ears rang. He hadn’t even seen her get up from the sofa. His belief that a diplomat from Ert, let alone a Shulen, would be treated with respect was shattered the moment his head hit the rosewood table.


    Bang, bang, bang! The sound of his head hitting the table continued. Michele finally released him, as if throwing him away.


    “What reason?” she said, her voice strained with fury. “We brought you here to beat you to death.” She was breathing heavily. A diplomat from Ert was an important person, even here in the empire. And he had used that status to invade Eileen’s home. Tearing him apart limb by limb wouldn’t be enough to satisfy her.


    Rotan, who had been watching with his arms crossed, pulled the writhing Count to his feet.


    “I was wrong, I was wrong…” Count Shulen babbled.


    Rotan lightly slapped him, bringing him back to his senses. The Count looked at Rotan with eyes filled with terror. “Is there someone behind you?” Rotan asked calmly.


    “No! Absolutely not! I swear on my name and the honor of my family!” The Count swallowed blood from his torn lips. “My brother is a retired soldier. He’s dying from complications, and it’s hard to see him in so much pain…” He begged, sobbing, telling them they could investigate all they wanted. He had never felt such pain. These men, the Emperor’s knights, had no honor, no sense of chivalry whatsoever.


    He shuddered with fear, but his misfortune was only just beginning. The knights’ master had arrived.


    “Y-Your Imperial Majesty…”


    Cesare walked in with a lazy stride and sat in a chair. The Count was forced to his knees. Crimson eyes stared down at him. The Count felt he would truly lose control this time. He clenched every muscle in his lower body, terrified he would soil himself and die right there.


    Cesare took a cigarette from his pocket and placed it in his mouth. Michele quickly lit it for him. A suffocating silence followed, broken only by the sound of Cesare’s steady breathing. The Count felt his life draining away with every puff.


    Cesare exhaled a cloud of smoke. “Is it the custom in Ert for men to freely enter the palace of another woman?”


    “Absolutely not!” the Count cried out, blood dripping from his broken forehead and split lip. “I was greedy for Morpheus… I was trying to request a negotiation with Her Imperial Majesty…”


    “Negotiation, is it?” Cesare’s lips twisted into a cruel smile, as if he had heard a good joke. “Do you think you are in a position to demand anything?”


    “…That is.” The Count stammered, unable to speak.


    Cesare leaned forward. “Thanks to you, I almost had a marital spat. I wonder what the diplomat from Ert thinks about that.”
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    Count Shulen was speechless. The Emperor’s words were a shock, and he had no idea how to respond. He had prepared for an interrogation about his intrusion and his rude attempt at negotiation. But the Emperor seemed to care more about the Empress’s slight displeasure than a matter of international importance.


    “Hm? Count.” Cesare’s voice was calm, but it made Count Shulen jump. “Your silence might be mistaken for feelings for my wife.”


    The Count was so startled his soul felt like it was leaving his body. “How could I, a mere human, dare to harbor feelings for her? I believe even considering it would be an act of impiety.” The words tumbled out of his mouth without thought. I’m doomed, he thought. He began to mentally write his will, but the air in the room had shifted. It was now softer, less threatening.


    Cesare let out a low laugh. His crimson eyes, normally a thing of nightmares, softened as he smiled. In that moment, they were as beautiful as a god’s. He gestured to Rotan, who helped the bewildered Count to his feet with a bit more gentleness than before.


    “I will hand over Morpheus. Since the Empress desires it,” Cesare said.


    The unexpected permission was unbelievable. The Count feared a trap, but before he could thank him, Cesare stated the price.


    “I will take your family’s information as payment. Including that of the Ert Kingdom.”


    “Yes…?” The demand was an outrage, far exceeding his King’s authority. But the man making it was completely nonchalant.


    “Who would know if Shulen, who manages all of the continent’s information, were to betray his homeland? You just have to keep your mouth shut.” Cesare casually put out his cigarette. “Or is that not the case, Count Shulen?”


    He didn’t threaten him. He simply acted as if it didn’t matter if the Count refused, as if he would let him go without a second thought. But the Count’s mind was reeling. The gaunt, suffering face of his brother flashed before his eyes. The Count realized he was the only one in this room who was truly desperate. He had only ever had one choice. He swallowed hard and bowed his head.


    “…I will do it.”


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Eileen was deep in her research. She was always diligent, but today she was working with remarkable speed, wanting to finish early as Cesare had asked her to come to him. She headed to the Imperial Palace sooner than usual.


  Eileen and Cesare had separate palaces, but they saw each other so often it was meaningless. They always slept in the Imperial Palace’s bedchamber because the garden was beautiful. Cesare had offered to build an even more magnificent garden at her palace, but she had refused, not wanting to waste the treasury. She also knew that if she went to him, Cesare would have a little more free time. Though he was busy, he always made time to visit her at her palace, just as he had today.


  He probably won’t be here for a while, she thought. She was sitting on the bed reading a book when she got up, wrapped a shawl around herself, and went out into the garden. It was a simple outfit for an Empress, but the garden was her private space, a place where no one, not even the maids, could enter without permission.


  The garden was quiet, shrouded in the darkness of night. She strolled, enjoying the scent of the flowers. She looked up at the moon, bright and clear in the cloudless sky. It was a beautiful sight, and she felt herself falling into a dreamlike state.


  She was living her reality with Cesare, but the memories of her dreams remained like scars. Sometimes they brought her down, but she was always able to move past them because Cesare was by her side. He had also helped her come to terms with her new body. She looked down at her hands, which looked blue in the moonlight. Her body was perfect, without blemish, without even the smallest scar.


  Suddenly, a warm body wrapped around her, pulling her close. Startled at first, she smiled and melted into his arms. His embrace was so strong, so complete, that there was no room for any sadness or emptiness. She leaned back against him and said his name. “Cesare.”


  “You should wear proper clothes when you come out,” he said. He started to take off his coat, but she stopped him. A body like hers would not even shiver on a cold winter night, but she took his hand. “I was just about to go in.”


  “Why, not taking a longer walk?” he teased. She rolled her eyes playfully.


  Her cheeks flushed slightly. “Because I have things to do.”


  She had spent many nights with him, but she still felt shy talking about it. She wasn’t an innocent child anymore; she knew exactly what she wanted. They had been busy lately and hadn’t been intimate. Now, with a quiet evening to themselves, she wanted nothing more than to be close to him.


  She tried to walk away, but suddenly she was lifted into his arms. “I was being oblivious,” he said in a playful tone.


  He carried her inside and strode to the bed. He put her down and pounced on her, kissing her deeply. “Hmm…!” she moaned, accepting his kiss. She remembered the kiss from earlier, in the drawing room. The teacup, the maids, the bright sun… all of it had been a distraction. But here, in the vast Imperial Palace, there were no walls or ears to listen. The bedchamber was their sanctuary, just like their small brick house.


  That thought lit an even hotter fire within her. She clung to him, overwhelmed with emotion, her hands clutching his clothes. As they kissed, the bedsheets became a mess. When their lips parted and she gasped for breath, his hand grabbed her breast. The sudden force made her tremble. He rubbed his lips against hers.


  “Sorry, did I scare you?” he asked, then kissed her cheek. “Your husband was wrong.”
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    It was a plea for forgiveness much like the one he had offered at noon, yet the meaning was entirely changed. The man, now radiating an open, carnal heat, gently resumed his ministrations, his touch a deliberate form of torture.


    His fingertips traced the thin fabric of her chemise, a slow, agonizing journey that felt more like a delicate caress than a promise of what was to come. A faint tremor coursed through her skin, and Eileen reached out, her small hand covering his large one as it roamed over her body.


    The touch that had been poised for reckless forward motion immediately became submissive beneath her gentle command. Cesare halted his movements, patiently waiting for her next word.


    His lower body was already a testament to his desire, hard and taut. The intense heat from his swollen length pressed against her, yet like a beast on a leash, he remained utterly still, awaiting Eileen’s consent. She ran a single finger along the back of his hand.


    “It’s not that I dislike it… I was merely startled by the suddenness.”


    She did not dislike it at all. In truth, she found that a little roughness in their encounters added a small, thrilling spark. She delighted in seeing the usually stoic and composed Cesare give way to his desires. She longed to tell him that she felt the same, that she desired him just as fiercely. After a moment of thought, she spoke the most straightforward words that came to her.


    “I want to have you soon, Cesare.”


    And she immediately regretted her bluntness.


    ‘I should stop reading academic journals and get myself a book of poetry.’


    She had wanted to express herself with more grace and delicacy, yet in moments like these, only the most honest words seemed to surface. To mask her mortification, Eileen pulled his neck closer.


    He followed her lead without hesitation, and his crimson eyes filled her vision. Those deep red pools, shimmering in the soft light, studied her with a long, knowing gaze. The pure lust she saw within them made her legs feel weak and unsteady. He held himself back, his eyes appearing as though he was ready to devour her whole. A slow, loose smile spread across his face as he whispered.


    “Do not rush me, Eileen.”


    He placed a light kiss on the lips that had just begged to have him. Eileen, in her innocent kindness, could not have known the truth: that every night he spent with her, he was battling his own impulses. Cesare had always been rather detached from his own sexual urges. The reason he was now so different was entirely because of her.


    When he looked at her sleeping peacefully in their bed, he was tortured by the urge to strip her bare as she slept, to run his mouth over her most sensitive places. He was tormented by the impulse to bury himself deep inside her, leaving as much of his mark as he could, and then to fall asleep wrapped around her warmly flushed body.


    He knew he should not act like a wild animal, so he always exercised restraint. But Eileen had no idea of this. Even if she were to somehow learn of it, she would never comprehend the impure nature of his desires. She saw the world through a positive lens, finding even the smallest glimmer of kindness in the midst of filth. She would surely see his desires in a good way, and she would do her utmost to satisfy him.


    But Cesare knew. Even if Eileen gave him every ounce of her flesh and heart, it would never be enough to satisfy the darkness that resided within him. It was a heart that could never be filled. He did not want to see her overexert herself trying to accept his ogre-like desires, so he hid them away.


    But sometimes, when Eileen reached out to him first, his patience vanished, as it did now. Cesare stared into her golden-green eyes, imagining things that would make her cry out in surprise. Only after he forced these distracting thoughts away and cooled his head did he continue to kiss her.


    When he lifted the hem of her chemise, her pale skin was revealed. He nibbled on her smooth flesh with his teeth, but then, fearing he would become too rough, he lifted her into his arms. Cesare sat against the headboard and placed Eileen on his lap. She followed his lead with utter compliance, wrapping her arms tightly around him as if to get even closer.


    He half-undressed her, exposing her breasts, and began to caress them. He kneaded the soft flesh in his hands while he licked her slender neck.


    As if wanting to do her part, Eileen awkwardly began to caress his chest in return. Her small hands managed to cover the expanse of his muscular chest, and he found her clumsy effort endearing. He had to swallow his laughter, lest he hurt her feelings. He only allowed a small smile to grace his lips.


    Cesare let her play with his chest while he reached down, stroking her navel and lower abdomen. He then teased the soft skin between her thighs, causing her to flinch in response. He pushed his hand into a more intimate area, then paused, his fingers probing her soft, wet flesh.


    “Why aren’t you wearing underwear?” he questioned her in a low, husky voice.


    He playfully pinched her clitoris, and Eileen let out a short, high-pitched moan.


    “Because I’m going to be with you anyway, Cesare…”


    Her words were hazy, her tongue already tangled with pleasure. After a few more strokes, a sticky fluid began to flow from her wet opening. The small hands that had been dutifully caressing his chest now slowed their movements. Eileen twisted her thighs, trapping his hand, and lifted the hem of her chemise, her eyes filled with a desperate, pleading look.


    “Please, do it quickly…”


    Because of Cesare, Eileen had come to believe that oral pleasure was a necessary prelude to intercourse. There was no way he could refuse his wife’s request to take her with his mouth. Cesare gently laid her down and spread her legs.


    “Haa…!”


    As soon as his lips touched her, her back arched, her thighs flexing their meager muscles. He found the sight so endearing that he planted a brief kiss on her inner thigh. Then, he firmly gripped her trembling buttocks and buried his lips in her sex once more. He licked her slowly and gently, careful not to overwhelm her.


    She whimpered like a small, trapped animal as he tormented the small, sensitive piece of flesh that was barely a mouthful. He wanted to turn her over and take her right away, but Cesare continued his patient foreplay. As a result of his sucking, blood rushed to her clitoris, which had swelled to a size that was no longer a bean, but a mouthful. He was about to nip at it with his teeth, then lick her widely with his tongue.


    “Ah… Hngh, eugh… Cesare…”


    Normally, she would have simply accepted his touch and curled her toes in pleasure. But today was different. Eileen very carefully grabbed the face of the man buried between her legs. She could have grabbed his hair, but instead, she gently cupped his face, careful not to scratch him.


    “I want to do it now…”


    Before and after becoming immortal, Eileen always worried about hurting Cesare. It was like a rabbit worrying about a predator, but Cesare welcomed her tender concern. When he removed his lips from her, a long thread of fluid stretched between them. He licked his lips to break the thin connection and looked down at her.


    Eileen’s face was flushed a deep red, as if she had just seen the most lewd thing imaginable. They had done far more than this, but she was still surprised and embarrassed by every little thing. Did she know that her reactions only made him more mischievous?


    Cesare loosened his belt right in front of her. His member, which had been uncomfortably trapped, sprang out and bobbed heavily. Eileen was embarrassed by the size of it, which seemed to cast a shadow over her small body, but she slightly parted her legs. Her reddish vulva was already slick with fluids.


    He leaned in, his glans touching her wet opening, and asked.


    “You are not going to ask me to taste you today?”
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    His subtle question caused Eileen’s already flushed face to burn even hotter. In truth, she had a great many objections she wished to voice.


    ‘He says things like that, but he never lets me actually do it…’


    Eileen yearned to reciprocate every pleasure Cesare gave her in bed, and she was particularly fascinated by the idea of pleasuring him orally. Yet Cesare had never once permitted her to put his manhood in her mouth, save for that single time when he had thrust it in, deliberately and roughly, just to frighten her. He was likely just teasing her now. Even the most oblivious person could understand that much.


    As she hesitated, pondering what to say, his thick length slowly began to make its way inside. Eileen parted her lips and exhaled a long, shuddering breath.


    It felt as though an eternity had passed since they had been intimate, yet it had been barely ten days. Still, the immense size of his member felt foreign and overwhelming. Her flat stomach seemed to bulge slightly, pressing against its contours as he filled her.


    “Haa, haa…”


    She had begged him to enter her, but after so long, accepting his full length was not easy. When Eileen’s hands gripped the innocent bedsheets, Cesare frowned and began to pull back. But Eileen shook her head furiously, wrapping her legs around his waist. Her slender feet pressed lightly against his buttocks, causing his hard muscles to twitch in response.


    “Don’t pull out…” she pleaded, her eyes reddened with desire. “Just… now… quickly…”


    Cesare could wait no longer. He plunged the remaining half of his member straight inside her.


    “Ah!”


    Eileen cried out, but she did not loosen her hold. Instead, she pressed her feet against his rock-hard thighs and buttocks, urging him to penetrate even deeper.


    The breathtaking sensation of becoming one with him sent a shiver to the nape of her neck. The overwhelming ecstasy was not just physical; it was a profound sense of mental fulfillment, a confirmation of their bond. Eileen wanted to express the joy she felt. She opened her mouth to tell him how she felt, but all that spilled past her lips was a sobbing, incoherent breath.


    “Ah, Cesare, hng, I… I feel so good…”


    It was a childish expression, but it was enough to convey her feelings to Cesare. He contorted his face and roughly thrust his hips upward. Eileen moaned as if she were breaking, overwhelmed by his aggressive onslaught.


    The thick pillar of flesh forced its way into her wet passage, causing the inside of her vulva to spasm and gush with fluids as his movements stretched her. The membrane, already slick, was now completely soaked. His easily penetrating member struck her deepest part with a loud thud. Eileen tensed her lower body and arched her back at the sensation of her cervix being struck.


    “Haa-uk!”


    Perhaps because it was such a sensitive area, the first touch always startled her. As her body leaped upward, Cesare stroked her back soothingly. Unlike the gentle touch on her sweat-soaked skin, the member buried inside her remained violent. Cesare continued to strike the sensitive area, quickly accustoming her to the sensation.


    Eileen’s chest heaved with each thrust. Her breasts swayed, their erect nipples rocking with the motion. Cesare touched her nipples, which had darkened from the rush of blood, while simultaneously pressing his glans against her cervix.


    The pleasure surging from the tips of her breasts mingled with a strange pain rising from below. Eileen trembled all over as she felt her internal organs shift with his rhythmic pounding. As she struggled with the agonizing and strange pleasure, her vulva convulsed wildly, gripping the intruder within. As she tightened around him as if with a hand, Cesare’s lower abdomen clenched at the throbbing pleasure that spread to the very base of his member.


    “Haa, Eileen.”


    His veined manhood writhed inside her, as if trying to widen her narrow passage. At the same time, its glans massaged her cervix, as if to appease her. But it was even more counterproductive. Eileen let out a stifled moan and squeezed even tighter inside. Cesare exhaled a hot breath and leaned down, whispering against her cheek.


    “It’s too tight…”


    Eileen knew it would be easier for both of them if she relaxed a little. But putting that theory into practice was difficult. In her mind, she imagined moving very skillfully, but reality was not so compliant. Her body had tensed up from the long-awaited encounter, and it refused to cooperate.


    Cesare, who had been stirring the obscene flesh that kept chewing on him, suddenly let out a low laugh. He had noticed her wiggling, trying to relax.


    “Should you come first?” he asked kindly, as he pressed his hand against her clitoris before she could answer. Rubbing her clitoris while simultaneously thrusting inside was a sensation Eileen could not bear.


    His finger pressed hard on her clitoris, and his round glans scraped the membrane behind it. Her body, whose sensitivity had reached its limit, could no longer withstand the stimulation. As the tingling sensation surged through her, Eileen threw her head back, gasping. Cesare immediately pressed his lips against her defenseless neckline.


    “Ah, aah, haa-ahk…!”


    Eileen quickly reached her climax. She curled her entire body and arched her back, but her movements were limited because Cesare was pressing down on her. With each ragged breath she exhaled, her vulva, which was holding his member, repeatedly contracted and relaxed. The motion was so violent that Eileen could clearly feel it.


    Eileen trembled and let out fragmented moans, followed by a sensation of something bursting inside her, and a flood of wet fluids poured out. The liquid that spilled past her tightly opened vaginal opening stained the sheets.


    Cesare also felt the sensation of ejaculation from Eileen’s climax. He didn’t resist and ejaculated as he was. His thick, viscous semen thickly covered the deepest part of her.


    Eileen shuddered as her inside filled, still tormented by the climax. Soon, the strength drained from her body, which had been curled as tightly as possible. Her legs, which had been wrapped around Cesare’s waist, lost their strength and fell limply onto the bed.


    The pleasure that had not yet completely subsided still seethed beneath her skin. Cesare breathed heavily above her. He glanced down to confirm and smiled slightly at the messy junction of their bodies. His semen had been ejaculated in the deepest part, so not a single drop had leaked out. Only Eileen’s fluids wet his pubic hair and groin.


    As her small clitoris convulsed from the afterglow of pleasure, he rubbed it with his finger, which he had wet with his tongue. Eileen, who was barely coming down from her climax, whimpered and twisted her waist.


    Cesare, who had been mischievously tormenting her, removed his hand when tears welled up in Eileen’s eyes. He then slowly pulled out the member he had been thrusting in. With a squelching sound, his manhood emerged, stained with white semen and fluids. He looked down at Eileen, who was limp and dazed, and stroked his own with his hand. His member quickly regained its hardness and increased in size.


    His veined length rested on her vulva. He enjoyed the sensation of her protruding clitoris and rubbed it gently.


    Eileen involuntarily moved her hips back a little. She knew very well that their time together would not end with just one encounter, but would continue for several more. She had experienced such great pleasure that she always looked forward to their nights together.


    But she was a little, just a little, scared. This wasn’t because she disliked their relationship, but a primal reaction to the man she loved. Cesare’s member, his caresses, his persistent actions… everything about him was not normal.
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    She had once believed that every couple spent their nights like this, repeating a cycle of climax and penetration until sunrise. She thought it was a natural occurrence for any married couple. But the more Eileen attended social gatherings with noble ladies, the more she realized that the nights she shared with Cesare were incredibly unique.


    The noble ladies often spoke of their own sex lives, and with each shared story, Eileen felt her own understanding of what was “normal” crumble. Others experienced climax once, or at most twice, and even that was not a frequent occurrence. The notion of losing consciousness and expelling all manner of fluids was beyond their comprehension. The noble ladies would even critique the sizes of their partners’ members, but even the largest they described were insignificant compared to Cesare’s. After hearing such conversations many times over, Eileen finally understood: Ah, my nights with Cesare are truly not typical.


    Unbeknownst to Eileen, rumors were spreading throughout the Empire that the Emperor and Empress’s nights were extraordinary. Of course, Eileen never initiated these conversations. The noble ladies, observing her reactions, had guessed the truth themselves. No matter how outrageous the stories they told, Eileen only ever looked embarrassed, never truly surprised. Thus, they naturally assumed she had an incredible love life that made their tales seem trivial. Because she remained so composed, the ladies once decided to test her. They told a story that sounded straight out of a novel—a husband who climaxed over seven times in a single night and still had so much energy that she nearly fainted. To their astonishment, Eileen, who always sat awkwardly, nodded slightly in sympathy. The noble ladies gasped and exchanged glances, their suspicions confirmed. From that day on, stories about the Emperor and Empress’s amazing nights began to spread like wildfire. Those who heard it were skeptical but also half-believing. The rumors became so widespread that some noble ladies even applied to be maids in the Imperial Palace, simply out of a morbid curiosity.


    However, Eileen was blissfully unaware of any of this. She only kept in mind the newly discovered fact that her “night life was not typical.” Her current reaction was not one of rejection, but of pure survival instinct. Cesare knew this, but he couldn’t help but act a little mischievous whenever Eileen reacted in such a way.


    “Where are you going, leaving your husband behind?”


    He deliberately used the word “husband” as he pulled Eileen’s body closer. As their groins pressed together again, the warmth of his body touched her wet skin, which had been briefly exposed to the cool air.


    “Ah, I’m not leaving you behind,” Eileen said, struggling to lift her upper body. Cesare grabbed her hand and effortlessly pulled her up. Eileen, who had just been thanking him in her mind, widened her eyes as her body was flipped over.


    Cesare gently lay on her back. Due to their significant size difference, his body almost completely enveloped hers.


    “Did you want to do it from behind?” he asked, putting his weight on her.


    “It’s not that, but…” Eileen said, unaware that he was teasing her. “Doing it from behind is also good.”


    Her long, thin hair gently tickled Cesare’s skin as her head moved slightly. His red gaze followed the swaying strands. At Eileen’s permission, Cesare swallowed a low groan. It was fortunate that Eileen could not see the expression on his face. He resolved to serve his wife with all his heart, as she so sweetly embraced even his most depraved desires.


    He placed his member on her plump buttocks and thrust it in all at once. He plunged it all the way to the root, but her passage, already ravaged and slick with fluids, easily accepted his member.


    “Hng…!” Eileen gripped the bedsheets, her knuckles turning white. Her buttocks involuntarily lifted, but Cesare pushed her back down, flattening her body against the bed. As he pressed down from above, her buttocks were mercilessly crushed. The heavy pressure made it difficult for her to even moan freely. Eileen whimpered at the tingling pleasure that shot through her lower abdomen.


    “Hng, ah, it’s heavy, Cesare, hng…” She tried to complain about the weight, but the moans that were mixed in made it sound more like a playful whine than a genuine complaint.


    Cesare placed his hands on either side of Eileen’s face and lifted his body slightly. She felt relieved to finally be able to breathe. But she also felt a strange sense of disappointment. She had said it was heavy, but now that the skin that had been pressed together was separated, she disliked the empty feeling.


    I might be a pervert…


    Eileen worried about her own sexual preferences as she gently placed her hand on his forearm. A hot sensation rose from his sweat-dampened skin. His forearm, filled with muscles, felt like steel forged by a master craftsman. As she was mesmerized and caressing his arm, a large hand gripped her wrist. Cesare, who had easily subdued both of her wrists, scolded her in a low voice.


    “What are you trying to do? Get me even more excited?” He slowly raised his hips and said again. “Doesn’t Her Majesty… huff, have a schedule tomorrow? At this rate, we’ll be doing this until dawn… hmm?”


    Eileen had a history of skipping breakfast and waking up in the afternoon due to their intense nights. She thought it would be too embarrassing for the maids to see if that happened again, so she tried hard to dissuade Cesare.


    “Not until then, hng, ah, no, hng!”


    “Then you have to be quiet.”


    Cesare grabbed her breast with his other hand, the one not holding her wrists. He pinched her nipple between his fingers and began to thrust faster. Because his member was so long, it easily reached her deepest part with just a slight movement. The head of his member relentlessly dug in and hit her cervix.


    Eileen gasped. At first, the sharp pain was greater, but now a tingling pleasure began to rise inside. Eileen knew well what kind of pleasure would follow. Her well-trained body wriggled inside, anticipating the coming joy. Cesare willingly thrust his member in at her urging.


    Eileen threw her head back. She struggled, but her wrists were held and her lower body was completely pinned down, making her movements weak. Each time his member thrust in, the pleasure doubled. The heat rising in her stomach was agonizing, but there was no way to relieve it. She had no choice but to accept the accumulating pleasure.


    Stars flashed before her eyes, and fluids streamed from her. The fluids that flowed as if she had wet herself soaked the sheets and made a squelching sound. Her tongue darted out between her parted lips. Saliva gathered at the tip of her tongue and dripped onto the bedsheet, leaving round marks. Eileen barely swallowed and whimpered.


    “Hng, ah, wait, just, just a moment…”


    It was difficult to speak properly because her sobs and moans were mixed together. Nevertheless, Cesare did not stop. The one who was relentlessly inflicting cruel pleasure gently coaxed Eileen.


    “Good girl, Eileen.”


    However, he couldn’t hide the heat that was seething in his voice. Eileen sobbed and squeezed her eyes shut. Tears rolled down, sending a chilling sensation throughout her body.
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    Pleasure shot up his spine, making every hair and nerve stand on end. He felt saliva dribbling from his parted lips again, but he couldn’t stop it. His mind reeled each time his depths were pounded. Eileen could barely manage ragged breaths. 


    The pleasure that had been simmering in her lower abdomen finally burst past its limit. With the illusion that her insides were being pushed up, Eileen screamed.


    “Haaack!”


    A raw sensation, as if tearing her body apart, burrowed in. It felt like soaring endlessly high, then plummeting all at once. Her mind went blank for a moment from the excruciating pleasure, as if her brain were melting. Eileen gasped, her eyes wide. Moans as lustful as a rutting beast spewed uncontrollably from her lips. The painful climax was so intense that water trickled from below, but Eileen didn’t even realize what she was releasing.


    “Hngh, good, ah, so good, haang, more…!”


    Along with the messy, bursting moans, words demanding even more intense acts erupted on their own. The pleas, unfiltered by reason, were filled with the ecstasy of the endless onrush of climaxes. Seeing her struggling to accept the pleasure, even awkwardly lifting her hips, Cesare pounded into Eileen to his heart’s content, without her needing to beg further.


    “There, ah, good there, hngh!”


    It felt as if her body had been reshaped to fit Cesare’s manhood. Eileen cried out, writhing at the sensation of being thickly impaled. Cesare, licking away the tears streaming down Eileen’s cheeks, also emitted a broken moan.


    “Haa, Eileen, hngh…”


    Cesare, his face flushed as he lewdly worked his hips, was an image those who knew the usual him could never imagine.


    “Don’t cry… I’ll shoot inside… Okay? Don’t cry, Eileen…”


    His soothing voice was cracked, intoxicated by the heat. Cesare, excited, left a deep bite mark on Eileen’s shoulder and panted. His firm buttocks tensed sharply, muscles splitting in his thighs. 


    The moment a vein popped in his temple, a dizzying sense of powerlessness swirled thickly around his groin. His throbbing manhood began to ejaculate. Even though it was his second time, the amount was no less than the first. The vigorously spurting semen repeatedly stimulated the uterine opening, which was already tightly blocked by his glans. Eileen made a strange noise, “Hiik,” and trembled.


    After a long time of spewing his seed, Cesare roughly pulled out his manhood. Some of the semen that had not yet been released dripped onto Eileen’s back. As if in revenge, Eileen’s vulva twitched and shot a jet of fluids like a water pistol. 


    Cesare laughed crudely at the liquid that hit his throbbing manhood and flowed down. He shook his manhood with his hand, squeezing out the last drop from his urethra. He finally smeared the semen on Eileen’s straight back, but Cesare still felt far from satisfied.


    In his honest heart, he wanted to smear semen all over her body. He wanted to ejaculate on her plump lips, round cheeks, hollow navel, small hands and feet, and everywhere else. He wanted to make the smell of semen permeate her skin, firmly marking her as his.


    Knowing that these were insane thoughts, he restrained himself with the last shred of reason. Cesare turned Eileen’s body over before he really did something crazy. Then, he grabbed her slender thighs, spread them, and buried his mouth in her vulva. He plunged his tongue into the place where only fluids were still trickling, having shot his semen too deeply. As he slurped noisily, making his Adam’s apple bob, Eileen, already half out of her mind, gasped and made a choking sound.


    “Hic, ah, no, stop, ahh, good!”


    Eileen didn’t even know what she was saying. She hiccuped and stiffened her body. Cesare, knowing what this portended, pulled his tongue from her vulva and gently licked her clitoris. Eileen flailed her unmoving limbs, but it was no use. Her crying voice tickled Cesare’s ear.


    “Haang, please… Hngh, ahh, that, don’t do that…”


    But the bad husband did not listen to his wife. Instead, he put his fingers into her vulva and stirred, stimulating her. Eileen burst into tears at the clearly deliberate stimulation. And before long, she spread her curled toes wide.


    “Hit, hng, haaack!”


    At the same time as fluids leaked from her vulva, water burst from her clitoris. The transparent, colorless, and odorless liquid filled Cesare’s mouth. The amount of water she expelled from such a small piece of flesh was considerable. As if admiring her, Cesare pushed the back of her clitoris with his finger and drank all the water Eileen had released. Only after sucking and drinking until there was no more water to spit out did he lift his head from her vulva. Wiping his wet lips with the back of his hand, he looked down at Eileen, whose golden-green eyes were full of resentment.


    It was something Eileen hated, but Cesare couldn’t help it. It was to keep even a little of Eileen’s trace within him. He couldn’t even leave a proper bite mark or love mark on her skin, so he had to take even this. He didn’t doubt Eileen’s love, but if there was something visible and tangible, it would be even more pleasing. Cesare smiled, rubbing his manhood, which had swollen thickly again, against Eileen’s soles and ankles.


    “Will you wake up late tomorrow?”


    He didn’t intend to let Eileen sleep until the morning sun rose.
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  He unlatched and opened the window. Instead of the stuffy heat escaping outside, cool air rushed into the bedroom. In the bluish light just before dawn, Cesare squinted for a moment, then turned around. A faint, gentle breath flowed from Eileen, who was sleeping as if unconscious on the bed. He had covered her with a blanket, but the early morning air was so chilly that he immediately closed the window. Then, he returned to the bed.


  Unlike Eileen, who had only her face exposed and the rest of her body completely wrapped in the blanket, Cesare was still naked from the intense lovemaking. His still half-erect manhood hung long, bobbing with each step. Cesare brought the water bottle on the bedside table directly to his lips, took a few sips, and put it down. Then, he sat on the edge of the bed and stared at Eileen’s sleeping face.


  If his gaze had a form, Eileen would have been unable to sleep and would have woken up from the sensation of being stung on her skin. No, there was a good chance that she wouldn’t even feel that today and would continue to sleep. He had tormented her more than usual, so she was exhausted and wouldn’t be able to wake up easily. 


  Cesare watched the bite mark he had left on Eileen’s cheek slowly disappear and caressed it with his fingertips.


  Eileen always thought of him as relaxed, but that was a big misunderstanding. Cesare was never relaxed when it came to Eileen’s problems. It was the same today. The moment he heard that an unknown guest was meeting Eileen, Cesare put everything aside and went straight to the Empress’s Palace. 


  He didn’t even think that he was acting recklessly. Cesare was well aware of his controlling tendencies. This was partly due to his innate temperament, but also largely due to his life as a soldier. In an environment where obedience was absolute, he was always in a position to give orders. Controlling something was extremely natural and familiar to him. Especially when it came to Eileen. 


  In order to protect her most safely, he had no choice but to obsessively control various variables, including the surrounding environment. But the moment that went wrong, Cesare couldn’t think of anything else until he confirmed Eileen’s safety.


  “What should I do?” Cesare murmured languidly to himself, running his fingers through Eileen’s hair. Eileen made a groaning sound as if ticklish and turned her body to the side. Her voice, heavy with sleep, mumbled. “Cesare…”


  He didn’t doubt Eileen’s heart, which called his name even in her dreams. It was just that there was a problem with himself. Cesare still wanted to keep Eileen inside the fence. He wanted to hide her in the deepest place so that she couldn’t even look outside.


  He knew all too well that he should not, but he could not help the tempting impulses that occasionally arose. Cesare compromised with himself by reinstating the security measures of the Empress’s Palace to their original level, which he had loosened slightly for fear that Eileen would feel stifled. 


  Recalling Eileen’s grumbling about her disappointment, he remembered a matter he had been concealing. He had not intended to hide it forever, merely waiting for the right moment… but it was time to tell her now.


  Cesare wondered: even though she had organized her feelings and severed the relationship herself, would Eileen grieve? 


  If she did, how deeply would she mourn? 


  Unlike him, who had been indifferent to his own mother’s death, what emotions would she feel? However, whatever she felt, the conclusion would be the same. Whether she wept, remained calm, or even grew angry, Eileen would be by Cesare’s side. 


  Likewise, Cesare would be by Eileen’s side. For him, only that truly mattered.
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    A cozy warmth enveloped her like soft down, and Eileen smiled unconsciously at the pleasant warmth. Just as she was savoring the peaceful moment, a thought struck her with the force of a thunderbolt. Eileen’s eyes snapped open. As if jolted by lightning, she shot awake and immediately looked toward the window. Bright light streamed through the slightly parted thick curtains. It was too dazzling and intense to be the morning sun. Eileen made a face and sighed.


    “Ah…”


    There was no doubt it was already broad daylight. To have slept in so late that she had missed breakfast and the sun was already high in the sky? The lazy Empress, Eileen, let out a deep sigh. She had been entwined with Cesare until just before dawn, and then had fallen fast asleep. Despite the passionate lovemaking throughout the night, her body felt perfectly fine, without a single ache. Her body, where time was frozen, always remained in a perfect state. However, Eileen’s mind was not yet keeping pace with her new body. As a result, it sometimes mistakenly imposed a sense of fatigue on her perfectly healthy form. That disharmony had manifested itself in the form of sleeping in so late.


    As Eileen regretted her late wake-up and fidgeted, a heavy arm landed on her.


    “Lie down a little longer.”


    Cesare, who had woken up languidly after Eileen, said in a husky voice. Eileen snuggled close to him and informed him of the urgent situation.


    “It’s a disaster. I woke up too late!”


    Despite her informing him of the emergency, Cesare still did not seem to be in a hurry.


    “It’s already late, so there’s nothing we can do.”


    “But!”


    Cesare pulled the flustered Eileen back into his arms and gently coaxed her.


    “One day is fine.”


    “But…!”


    “If you’re truly worried, we’ll simply say it’s by order of His Imperial Majesty.”


    Since he was saying it was alright even to invoke an imperial order, she could not argue any further. Eileen obediently closed her mouth and decided not to worry anymore. In fact, Eileen also quite liked the idea of lounging in bed with Cesare until late afternoon. Since entering the Imperial Palace, she had always been busy and rushed.


    ‘Just for today.’


    Repeating Cesare’s words to herself, Eileen rested her head more comfortably on the pillow. Cesare chuckled softly at the sight of Eileen adjusting her position. Eileen did not know why he was laughing, but she just smiled along. A fluffy, cozy feeling filled her heart.


    For a while, Eileen and Cesare giggled and played meaningless games under the covers. Cesare, who was twirling Eileen’s hair around his finger, suddenly said,


    “The weather’s nice, shall we go boating?”


    Eileen blinked at the completely unexpected suggestion. He continued leisurely.


    “There’s a beautiful lake just an hour’s drive from the capital. We could take a boat, sit by the lake, or simply relax at the villa there.”


    Eileen knew which villa Cesare was talking about. It was a very grand mansion with a large lake. When she was Archduke Erzet’s wife, Sonio had told her about the properties owned by the Archduke’s family, and she had learned of it then. She wanted to see the villa, which she had only ever seen as lines of text in documents. Spending a leisurely time by the lake with Cesare would be perfect.


    However, regardless of her desire, a strong sense of guilt held her back. When Eileen could not answer, Cesare touched his forehead to hers.


    “Just for today, Eileen.”


    Those words magically washed away Eileen’s guilt. Unable to resist the sweet temptation, Eileen finally answered, “Okay.”


    Cesare then gave a smile as handsome as a painting. Eileen could not help but kiss him, and Cesare returned the kiss, holding her in his arms.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  The impromptu trip to the villa was decided to start after a late lunch. Cesare had things to check before departure, so they ended up having lunch separately. Even though she had exercised vigorously yesterday, she strangely did not feel hungry. Eileen ate only a small amount, just enough to keep the maids from worrying.


  ‘Perhaps it was because of the man who had occupied her so completely the entire night.’


  Eileen, who was speculating about the reason for her lack of hunger, was startled by her own thought and glanced around. Then, she gulped down her black tea without adding milk or sugar and immediately regretted it. She was about to add milk when an unexpected guest arrived.


  “Sir Diego…?”


  It was the first time he had visited the Empress’s Palace without any prior notice. In front of the surprised Eileen, Diego, with a stiff face, carefully opened his mouth. Unexpected news fell.


  “Baron Elrod has passed away.”


  At the sudden news of her father’s death, Eileen’s mouth went slack. Diego calmly told her the circumstances of Baron Elrod’s death. After Eileen had cut ties with him, Baron Elrod had practically lived on Fiore Street. He frequented taverns every day, drinking until he was drunk, and last night he had gotten into a fight. Unfortunately, the men he had argued with were not good people. Baron Elrod, who had been badly beaten, shouted that he was the Empress’s father, but no one believed him. In the end, the Baron met a miserable death on the street.


  Diego did not explain it specifically, but Eileen could easily guess that her father had died in a cruel way.


  “…”


  Eileen unknowingly stared at Diego, who had delivered the news. Diego, who received her gaze, lowered his head. His face was dark, but it was not because he was grieving over Baron Elrod’s death. His complexion was dark only because he was worried about the pain Eileen would feel.


  Suddenly, a thought flashed through Eileen’s mind. It was a wicked suspicion, so much so that she felt sorry just for thinking about it. But for some reason, the suspicion stubbornly clung to her mind. Eileen was able to shake it off only after taking quite some time.


  “…Thank you for telling me.”


  When Eileen finally opened her mouth to answer, Diego’s face, which had been darkened with worry, brightened slightly.


  “If you wish, we will hold a state funeral.”


  Eileen slowly shook her head. He was someone she had already completely cut off from her heart.


  “Please hold a quiet funeral within reasonable bounds. You do not have to… tell me about it.”


  Her mind was disturbed by the death of her biological father, but she did not feel any sadness. If she had had the heart to grieve, she would not have cut ties with him in the first place. She just felt relieved, yet a strange emotion constricted her heart. The strange feeling was confusing.


  She was so glad that she had promised to go on an outing with Cesare today. If she had been cooped up in the Imperial Palace studying, she would not have been able to shake off the strange feeling.


  ‘I wouldn’t have been able to concentrate even if I met someone else.’


  It would be good to change her mood by looking at the lake at the villa. Eileen inwardly felt relieved and began to prepare for the outing.
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    It was only an hour’s drive, and all the necessary items would be at the villa anyway. Eileen packed only a single book. She chose a simple sky-blue dress, an outfit so plain it was hard to imagine she was the Empress of the Empire. If she went out like this, Sonio might look at her as if she were wearing pajamas. But it would be ridiculous to dress up in a fancy dress just to go to a villa. Cesare had said he would wear inconspicuous clothes, so this seemed sufficient.


    Eileen checked herself in the mirror and smiled softly. The girl in the mirror smiled back. Smiling while looking at herself was something she never could have dreamed of in the past, but now it felt quite natural.


    As she finished adjusting the ribbon on her sleeve, a message arrived that Cesare was at the Empress’s Palace. Eileen left her palace with quick steps. Cesare was seen talking to Sonio in front of an ordinary military vehicle without the Imperial crest. Eileen walked toward him, holding a book under her arm and looking up at him. There seemed to be a slight problem.


    Certainly, his clothes were an ordinary suit, a common design that wouldn’t even be noticed if he walked down the streets of the capital. The problem was that the person wearing the clothes was not ordinary. Even with the maids and servants gathered in front of the Empress’s Palace, Cesare was visible from afar. Frankly, he seemed fine to attend a banquet as he was. Eileen, looking up at her handsome husband, concluded that it would be difficult to have a quiet day without being noticed.


    ‘Well, my eyes are unique too.’


    Unless she covered them with bangs or glasses, Eileen was bound to attract attention in many ways. While she was pondering, Sonio opened the passenger seat door.


    “Have a safe trip.”


    Eileen replied, “I’ll be back,” to his warm smile. As she settled into the passenger seat, Cesare sat in the driver’s seat.


    “Are you going to drive yourself?”


    “It’s a trip for just the two of us.”


    He started the engine expertly, then chuckled when he saw the book Eileen had placed on her lap. Then, he accurately pointed out the part that Eileen had been worried about.


    “Relax. There will be no one around the villa and its surroundings except for the attendants.”


    He said that the attendants would be dismissed upon arrival. It would truly be just the two of them at the villa. Eileen was staring at Cesare, who was driving, hoping for a quiet day, when he suddenly asked.


    “Are you disappointed that it’s not the brick house?”


    It had been a long time since they had visited the brick house with the orange tree in the garden. That place, filled with precious memories, was maintained by a caretaker who cleaned the garden and the house so that Eileen and Cesare could rest there at any time.


    “For me, being with Cesare is the most important thing. The place is secondary.”


    Whether it was the Imperial Palace, the brick house, or the lakeside villa, she was happy because Cesare was with her. If she could be with him, even a humble hut would be wonderful.


    Satisfied with her answer, Cesare smiled. He held the steering wheel with one hand and reached out to Eileen with the other. He gently held the back of her hand and rubbed it with his thumb. Eileen had never driven before, so she didn’t know much, but driving with only one hand didn’t seem normal. The knights and drivers she had observed always drove with both hands.


    “It’s dangerous.”


    Cesare replied in a relaxed tone to her grumbling as she subtly pulled her hand away.


    “I have you in the passenger seat, though?”


    He was the one who cared about Eileen’s safety more than anyone else. At his question of whether he would do anything dangerous, Eileen gave in and slipped her hand back to him. Perhaps sensing her anxious heart, Cesare thankfully soon withdrew his hand and focused on driving. Thanks to that, Eileen was able to head to the villa comfortably.


    The villa, which they reached after about an hour, was indeed as quiet as Cesare had said. Rather than being a large mansion or extravagant, it was elegant and calm, blending well with the serene scenery. Eileen took a deep breath of the clear air that made her chest feel open.


    “Shall we rest inside for a bit before going out? Or shall we go to the lake right away?”


    “The lake!” Her voice rose with excitement.


    Eileen took Cesare’s hand and they walked side by side. Cesare told her about the villa’s lake in a low voice. He added that the scenery of the lake was quite nice, and that all the sharp stone fragments had been removed from the vicinity, leaving only soft soil and grass, so it was okay to walk barefoot. 


    Listening to his words, her anticipation grew. And finally, as they turned to the back of the mansion, the blue lake appeared. Eileen, who had been walking happily, stopped abruptly. She couldn’t believe the scenery before her eyes.


    Countless lilies bloomed like a dream along the water’s edge. The pure white petals sparkled in the sunlight and swayed gently in the breeze.


    The breeze blowing from the lakeside lightly stirred Eileen’s hair. Eileen, who had been standing still, let go of Cesare’s hand and took a step. She slowly walked among the lilies. The white lily petals gently brushed against her skin, and the moist leaves and soil were softly stepped on beneath her feet.


    The surface of the lake, where the shadows of the flowers were cast, sparkled in silver. It was just quiet. Only the ripples of the waves caused by the passing breeze and the occasional sound of fish jumping could be heard.


    The silver surface shimmering under the blue sky, the waves of pure white petals. It was a perfectly peaceful moment, with nothing more to add or subtract. Eileen, who took a deep breath of the intensely spreading lily scent, stopped walking, turned around, and faced Cesare.


    Cesare, who met her eyes, smiled silently. The man standing among the lilies was dazzling, like a figure from mythology. Eileen, looking at him, pressed down on her chest with her hand. Her heart was pounding so hard it hurt. Cesare tilted his head to the side and asked.


    “I told them to plant some flowers… Do you like it?”


    He was someone who couldn’t feel anything, whether in a flower garden full of lilies or on a battlefield littered with corpses. He, with his broken emotions, did not know the beauty of the lakeside scenery filled with lilies. Nevertheless, Cesare had ordered lilies to be planted by the lake, creating a beauty he did not know, only for Eileen.


    Eileen moved her lips and struggled to call his name. The emotions that had welled up from the deepest part of her heart overflowed in an instant.


    “Cesare.”


    “Yes, Eileen.”


    She spoke the words she wanted to say to him the most at this moment.


    “…I love you.”


    Cesare’s eyes widened. As if he hadn’t expected to hear these words, he stood still, frozen under the midday sun. After standing like that for a long time, he slowly raised the corners of his mouth. Cesare, with a brighter smile than ever before, whispered to Eileen.


    “Say it again.”


    The emotion felt in the smile without a trace of darkness was clearly happiness. Eileen, capturing the emotion created by her in her eyes, jumped into Cesare’s arms. She hugged him tightly and confessed again.


    “I love you. So much.”


    Not knowing any more wonderful and impressive expressions, she just repeated the words “I love you” over and over again. But that alone made Cesare overflowing with joy, and he even asked Eileen to say it again.


    ‘I really need to read some poetry.’


    She briefly felt remorse because the book she had brought for today’s outing was also a botanical book. Still, she thought it was enough for now since Cesare was happy. Eileen, who had repeated the words “I love you” until her tongue was sore, gently grabbed his sleeve and asked.


    “Tell me too.”


    Then, Cesare returned the confession without hesitation.


    “I love you, Eileen.”


    Eileen smiled without realizing it. It was because she had realized how good the expression she had thought was so uncool was. A desire to hear his confession a little more sprang up. It seemed like she didn’t have to read poetry for a while, at least until she got tired of the expression 


    “I love you.”
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    After exchanging words of love to their hearts’ content, Eileen savored her outing with Cesare. They could do anything they wanted on their private, deserted lake. Eileen took off her shoes and dipped her feet in the lake, and she also went boating with Cesare. She tried fishing with a rod on the small boat, a completely new experience for her.


    It was fascinating and enjoyable to feel the fish nibbling, but when she saw it hooked on the line, she felt sorry and immediately released it. Meanwhile, Cesare skillfully fished, and Eileen was impressed by his various talents. When she asked if he had ever fished before, Cesare replied casually,


    “You need some tricks to get food on the battlefield.”


    Saddened by Cesare’s words, Eileen snatched the fishing rod from his hand. The two stopped fishing and leisurely floated on the lake in the small boat. After enjoying the boat ride, they sat by the lake and read books. Petals scattered by the occasional breeze landed on the pages, and Cesare brushed them off each time. 


    Eileen explained the most interesting parts of the book she had brought to Cesare. As always, Cesare listened attentively to her story. However, he seemed more interested in watching Eileen tell the story than in the content itself. Eileen felt a little embarrassed and quietly closed the book. The special plant story, which she had saved as a last resort, failed to capture Cesare’s attention. She thought she should find a more interesting book next time.


    Eileen sat by the lake and had various conversations with Cesare. Then, they took a short nap together. Later in the evening, they had a hearty meal at the villa and spent idle time buried in the soft bedding. It was a leisurely time, lazing around like wealthy idlers, occasionally exchanging kisses and whispering sweet nothings. Eileen and Cesare returned to the Imperial Palace late at night.


    It was very late, so they returned directly to the Imperial Palace, where Sonio, who had been waiting, greeted Eileen. Sonio smiled at Eileen, whose face was still flushed.


    “It’s late, so please go to sleep and tell this old man about your outing tomorrow.”


    “I will. But, Sonio, have you ever been fishing?”


    Eileen subtly mentioned how good Cesare was at fishing before changing into her nightgown. She entered the bedroom, thinking that she would boast about her outing to Sonio tomorrow.


    Click, the door closed behind her, and Eileen was left alone. The bedroom was quiet because Cesare had not yet arrived. As she walked toward the bed, Eileen thought of Baron Elrod for the first time. She hadn’t thought about her father at all throughout the day. The entirely happy time was thanks to Cesare. Without him, it might have been a difficult day filled with complicated thoughts.


    Eileen sat slowly on the bed. Even though she had broken off the relationship and cut off her feelings, Baron Elrod was her biological father. It was bound to feel strange. Fidgeting with her toes in her slippers, Eileen suddenly had another thought.


    The thought that had come to her as soon as she heard Diego’s words. She had thought it was a bad suspicion, but it might be closer to the truth. Thinking of the man who never tried to show her beyond the fence, Eileen flopped down on the bed. Her curly hair spread out widely. After a long time of deliberation, her mind finally made a decision.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Senon was one of the officials originally scheduled to negotiate with Count Schullen. Senon fully supported Morpheus, examined the legal aspects, and read all of Morpheus’s research data to defend Eileen. 


  In short, he was a very suitable person to assist in the negotiations. As important as the Ert Kingdom was, he had spared his busy time to participate in the negotiations, but Count Schullen’s intrusion into the Empress’s Palace had complicated matters. 


  The Count, who dared to meet Eileen by taking advantage of the fact that he was a diplomat and thus less closely watched, paid the price. If Schullen provided information, Senon would have been willing to forgive the Count generously, even if only by a sliver. However, Senon’s heart, which had seemed about to become generous, was turned upside down again by Eileen.


  “The Empress really said she would meet Count Schullen again…?”


  Senon’s face crumpled at his subordinate’s report, and the document he was holding also crumpled. He had been planning to give Morpheus a few things and quickly kick him out to Ert to extract information as soon as possible. 


  The fact that he was having a private audience with Her Majesty the Empress, something that even he couldn’t do often, twisted his insides. The subordinate shrunk his shoulders, intimidated by Senon’s fierce gaze. He would follow his master’s orders, but he couldn’t help but feel resentful. Senon called him ominously.


  “Count Schullen.”


  “Yes…?”


  Then, he rattled off words quickly without taking a breath.


  “Do not dare to look at even a single strand of Her Majesty’s hair. It goes without saying, but do not even breathe the air. Hold your breath from the moment you enter the Empress’s Palace until you leave. Do you understand!”


  Senon, who had complicatedly expressed the words ‘just die,’ glared at the Count as if he were a thorn in his side. Count Schullen’s shoulders, which had already shrunk, became even narrower. He wanted to give him at least three days of mental training, but he couldn’t due to circumstances. 


  Senon continued to pour out precautions while taking Count Schullen to the Empress’s Palace. Most of the precautions felt like ‘don’t breathe,’ so there wasn’t much that Count Schullen could actually follow. Finally, when they arrived at the Empress’s Palace, Senon fussily smoothed his clothes and hair. After fiddling with his perfectly fine buttons, Senon took Count Schullen inside.


  ‘The guards…’


  Count Schullen swallowed hard as he looked at the increased security personnel, which was incomparable to when he had jumped in. It was his fault that things had turned out this way, but it felt a bit excessive. It was a truly disrespectful thought, but the way the Empress’s Palace was tightly surrounded seemed to block not only the outside but also the inside without any gaps. 


  As if to prevent them from going out even from the inside… As Count Schullen, who knew that Emperor Traon’s feelings for the Empress were abnormal, it was a reasonably suspicious thought.


  At that moment, Senon’s face, which had been expressionless as he walked beside him, suddenly brightened.


  “Your Majesty the Empress!”


  At the honorific shouted in a high-pitched voice, Count Schullen quickly bowed his head. In the meantime, Senon fluttered ahead and said in a tone that scattered flower petals.


  “To have the opportunity to see Your Majesty’s beautiful eyes in the sunlight, my fortune must be considerable today. I should buy a lottery ticket after leaving the palace.”


  Senon praised her until his mouth was dry, and after briefly skimming through the recent news, he glanced at Count Schullen with a dissatisfied look.


  “…And as you ordered, I have brought Count Schullen.”


  “Thank you, Sir Senon.”


  Eileen, whose cheeks were slightly flushed by the barrage of compliments, returned the compliment to Senon, who had handled the order excellently and quickly.


  Ahem, Senon cleared his throat and hid his reddened ears with his hair as he bowed.


  “Then, please converse. I will step back for a moment.”


  Thus, Eileen had time to talk alone with Count Schullen. Eileen sighed inwardly as she checked Count Schullen’s appearance. There was a large bump on his forehead. She didn’t bother asking why the mottled bruises on his face had appeared. 


  It was obvious without having to guess. Knowing this would happen, Eileen took out a gift she had brought in advance and handed it to him. It was an ointment that was good for treating bruises. It was nothing special, but Count Schullen seemed quite touched. He had a moved expression and kept touching the container with the ointment.


  “This is the Morpheus I promised. I hope for your brother’s recovery.”


  And when he received the Morpheus, he kept wrinkling his nose. Count Schullen was trying his best to hold back his tears.


  “…Thank you, Your Majesty.”


  Because his voice was choked, the Count barely managed to say a short greeting before closing his lips again. But even without the glib greetings, his sincerity was fully conveyed. Eileen prayed inwardly that his brother would forget the pain with Morpheus, and furthermore, shake off his sickbed and recover.


  “There is something I want to ask of the Count.”


  “Yes, Your Majesty. Please give me any order.”


  The Count’s tearful eyes shone with determination. And Eileen brought up a story that would make his tears disappear.


  “Find out who killed Baron Elrod.”
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    Schullen’s eyes flickered briefly. As someone who handled all sorts of information, he was naturally aware of Baron Elrod, Eileen’s biological father. He had been a subject of interest and observation since Eileen became the Duchess Erzet. Count Schullen knew everything about Baron Elrod’s death, and even the person behind it. But… Count Schullen even broke out in a cold sweat from the awkwardness. Seeing the Count struggling and unable to do anything, Eileen relieved some of his burden.


    “Actually, I’ve already guessed to some extent. I just… want to confirm it. Through someone else.”


    “……”


    “It’s okay to refuse.”


    “…No, it is my honor, Duchess.”


    Count Schullen chose his words carefully before speaking.


    “I will send you a letter as soon as I return home.”


    It was not a story to be spread around here. Eileen felt sorry for burdening Count Schullen with such a heavy task. Perhaps reading her mind in Eileen’s eyes, Count Schullen hesitated before adding.


    “It would be an honor to be of even slight help to Her Majesty the Duchess.”


    Count Schullen gave one last polite bow before leaving the Imperial Palace. Eileen saw him off, watching his departing figure.


    In the past, she would have struggled and suffered alone. She would have added all sorts of thoughts and speculations, and eventually asked directly. Even then, she wouldn’t have gotten as much of an answer as she wanted, and she would have started a new round of worries. But now Eileen had changed, and she chose to confirm it herself. An immeasurable amount of time had taken much from Eileen. But because of that, there were also things she had gained. Eileen, who had lived alone in a world without Cesare, was no longer naive or ignorant. She didn’t know if this was a step forward in her growth. Only the fact that she was different from the past was certain.


    Realizing her own change anew, Eileen headed to the laboratory. She had a mountain of work to do.


    



  


  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  Count Schullen, who had returned to the Erdet Kingdom, sent a letter within days of his return. The letter from him contained light personal news and greetings. Eileen read the last sentence for a long time. It seemed like a common closing greeting, but it was Count Schullen’s reply to the matter Eileen had requested. Eileen stared at the black letters for a long time before letting out a long breath and putting down the letter.


  ‘I knew it.’


  The one who killed Baron Elrod was Cesare’s knights. The knights couldn’t have done such a thing arbitrarily, so there must have been Cesare’s tacit permission. She knew the truth, but she wasn’t surprised or shocked. Perhaps it was because she was already somewhat certain. In fact, it was nothing more than a reconfirmation through Count Schullen.


  Eileen, who had been sitting quietly in her chair, jumped up. She wandered around the room before heading out to the garden. The maids were about to follow her, but she stopped them. Alone in the bright sunlight, she smelled the grass and sorted out her confused thoughts. Eileen hoped that Cesare would never hide anything from her. She had felt quite hurt when she learned of the facts he had concealed this time as well, under the guise of protecting her.


  But if he had confessed to her that he had murdered her biological father… She didn’t know how she would have reacted. She didn’t know for sure, but she thought she would have been very confused. It seemed a little better to learn the truth after taking the time to think about it sufficiently, as she was doing now. But a little better didn’t mean it was okay. Eileen was immersed in complicated feelings and shuddered slightly.


  In fact… no matter how bad the relationship was, a husband who murdered his wife’s biological father was not normal. Because of that abnormality, she felt something indescribable. It was a feeling that Eileen herself couldn’t accurately express.


  Cesare’s mother suddenly came to mind. His biological mother had ended her life by suicide. Cesare was the first to discover her body hanging. But at that time, Cesare didn’t show any sadness. He smiled at Eileen as usual, so the young Eileen didn’t know anything about it. 


  At one time, she thought he was doing it out of consideration for her, but Cesare really didn’t feel anything about his biological mother’s death. Even though he had witnessed the body of his suicidal biological mother with his own eyes, not even a small ripple arose on his calm surface. He and Eileen were beings born fundamentally different. The truth that she had long been aware of struck her anew.


  The neat sound of shoe heels hitting the stone floor reached her ears. Someone who deliberately made a sound approached Eileen. Eileen slowly turned around and looked at Cesare.


  “……”


  She didn’t ask why he had come so suddenly. There was no way he wouldn’t know that Count Schullen had sent a letter. He must have come to confirm what Eileen had realized. Eileen blankly looked up at his red eyes. 


  Cesare quietly met Eileen’s gaze. Even though he knew that Eileen had learned the truth, he didn’t offer any excuses. In fact, if he had wanted to hide it, he could have hidden it for a little longer. Perhaps Eileen would have passed by without ever knowing the truth. But Cesare revealed a part of the truth to Eileen. It was because she had said that she didn’t want to live inside the fence without knowing anything.


  “Eileen.”


  A pleasant baritone voice called her name. Eileen answered softly.


  “Yes……”


  Cesare grabbed Eileen’s chin with a hand covered in a leather glove. After making it impossible for her to avoid his gaze, he quietly opened his mouth.


  “What were you so curious about? Without asking me.”


  It was a statement that implied he would answer everything if she just asked. But Eileen knew Cesare a little better now, so she just laughed weakly, unable to believe those words.


  Looking into his red eyes, she suddenly remembered the time they had spent by the lake. Cesare smiling amidst the waves of pure white lilies. The confessions of love that she had said to him so many times, and received back just as many times.


  Cesare’s good and evil were all based on Eileen. Even if it wasn’t right, if it was for Eileen, it was good for Cesare. Even if he cut off hundreds or thousands of heads with a sword, it was a good deed if it was an action for Eileen.


  In the end, this was also for Eileen. Cesare was the one who planted lilies for Eileen, and the one who murdered and concealed Eileen’s biological father.


  At that moment, Eileen realized. From the moment she heard about her biological father’s death, she knew what had been making her so confused. In the past, Eileen could clearly distinguish between what was good and evil. But not anymore. Eileen’s good and justice had become Cesare.


  Even though he had committed an act that should be judged as evil, she wasn’t afraid. Since not even a crack had formed in her love for Cesare, she had come to accept even his evil deeds.


  Eileen was confused by her changed self and was immersed in a strange feeling. But it couldn’t be helped. Cesare had already become Eileen’s world. She thought she was broken, but it was okay. Eileen looked into his eyes and called his name.


  “Cesare.”


  It was a name that always felt special every time she spoke it, even though she had called it countless times. As she had done by the lake full of lilies, Eileen honestly expressed the feelings she was feeling now.


  “I love you.”


  Cesare parted his lips slightly. After a moment of silence, his red eyes lit up. And he whispered more gently than ever.


  “I love you too, Eileen.”


  A deep heart, like an endless darkness, thickly wrapped around Eileen. But Eileen willingly accepted the darkness that covered her, Cesare’s existence.


  Because he was a villain for Eileen.


  



  ❈────────•✦•────────❈


  



  <Side Story of the Villainous Husband, End>




  THE END
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