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      Prologue: Teodore


      The veil of night had fallen over the earth quite some time ago, and yet still I sat immersed in paperwork within the quiet confines of my office. Glancing at the daunting pile that had accumulated in my absence, I couldn’t help but sigh softly. The sheer volume of paperwork seemed unbelievable, especially given that it had only piled up over the course of a mere handful of days while I had been otherwise occupied capturing the mastermind behind recent disturbances.


      Just how many days will it take me to surmount this mountain of parchment? I pondered grimly. Well, I suppose it could always be worse. Prince Edward, working in my stead, had managed to reduce a portion of my workload, clearing out about a fifth of it, and I was determined to be thankful for small victories wherever I could find them.


      Yes, small victories such as managing to successfully apprehend the suspect, I reminded myself. For now, I’ll count that as another win and grit my teeth to get myself through the rest of it. With this resolve, I refocused on the document in front of me, scanning the text as I reached for my cup of coffee.


      As it turned out, the same individual was responsible for both the attempted poisoning of Lady Carolina and the assassination attempt in the colonnade. We had already gathered numerous witnesses and ample evidence in our investigation of the colonnade incident by the time the poisoning had occurred, and that groundwork had enabled us to move unusually fast on this particular occasion. The suspect, a member of the first prince’s faction, had been arrested on charges solely related to the colonnade attack, and it was only in the interrogation room that he had confessed to hiring an assassin to poison Lady Carolina as well. Frankly, it was the one silver lining of the whole situation: the two crimes being connected simplified matters. But as welcome a coincidence as it was, it was also hardly a debilitating blow to the nobility who had masterminded the crisis. The individual in our custody was but one head of this large, insidious hydra. Without a doubt, more heads lurked in the shadows, just waiting to be dragged into the light.


      “They’re getting bolder,” I murmured to myself. “Directly attempting to harm His Highness and his fiancée...”


      Shaking off these thoughts, I tapped the air with my knuckles, summoning my extradimensional storage pocket. As I reached in, sifting through the important documents inside, my hand brushed against something small and unexpected. Puzzled, I paused. Hm? I don’t remember putting in something so diminutive in here, but...


      Oh, wait. Yes, I do. This is Lady Carolina’s letter.


      Extracting the envelope, I confirmed my initial assumption. Lady Carolina’s name was neatly scribbled on the outside, alongside Duke Sanchez’s signature. I realized, somewhat sheepishly, that I had never returned it to her. In the days since the Fete, I had been utterly consumed by its aftermath and subsequent investigations, to the point that I had completely forgotten that I still had the letter.


      Studying the unfamiliar handwriting again, I gently ran my fingers over the envelope’s surface. Along with the thought, I should return this to her soon, the recent events in Celestia floated through my mind: crop failure, mana-beast incursions, a plague—three enormous calamities besieging the holy realm all at the same time.


      I found the Celestians’ attribution of their misfortunes to the poor condition of their Saint-to-be grossly insufficient. The simultaneous emergence of three distinct crises, each without warning or apparent cause, seemed far too convenient. No matter how much “the Saint-to-be loved her dear sister,” I couldn’t bring myself to buy it.


      I’d encountered Lady Flora Sanchez on several public-facing occasions, and my opinion of her was that she was no pushover. While her delicate, endearing appearance perfectly embodied the archetype of a fragile noble lady, I’d sensed a trace of something far darker, far more formidable lurking just beneath the surface. These were mere speculations, drawn from my superficial interactions with her, but at the very least, I was convinced that she was not the paragon of spotless integrity and modesty that she claimed to be.


      “That’s quite enough conjecture about a woman I barely know,” I admonished myself, redirecting my thoughts to more practical matters. “These three calamities befalling Celestia, however, could present an opportunity.”


      In recent days, I had been wrestling with how to properly atone for Owen’s misdeeds. It now appeared that an ideal solution had been under my nose all along. Duke Sanchez could belabor his indifference towards the incident all he wanted, but I could not overlook it. Honor demanded we acknowledge our role in the matter, and offering assistance to mitigate Celestia’s troubles as a form of reparation seemed like a fitting approach. Given the current state of affairs, they would likely find it difficult to refuse such an offer. Material aid was on the table, of course, but our potentially unique contribution lay in the prowess of the Pyreborn. Specifically the mana-beast issue seemed tailor-made for our intervention. By sending a unit to help combat these creatures, we would not only compensate for Owen’s folly but also garner glory for ourselves.


      A half smirk curled at the corners of my lips. My sincerest apologies, Celestia, for so shamelessly exploiting you in your time of crisis, but this is an opportunity too valuable to pass up.


      “All I do, I do for my lord Edward Ruby Martinez,” I murmured, my voice barely audible. Just then, the first light of dawn pierced through a gap in my curtains, casting a blinding ray across my desk. “Morning already?” I sighed, momentarily disoriented.


      As I sat there, beset by a series of yawns, I didn’t know.


      I didn’t know who the true Saint was.


      I didn’t know that as Celestia deteriorated, Malcosias thrived.


      The clues lay hidden somewhere within this mountain of paperwork, the answers tucked away in the depths of my mind, waiting to be unearthed.








      Chapter One


      A week had passed since the tumult of the Founder’s Day Fete, and tranquility had at last returned to the imperial court of Malcosias. Today marked the day I welcomed Owen back into his role as my personal guard.


      “Lady Carolina, on this day, I, Owen Klein, pledge my renewed devotion to your service.” His words, imbued with formal etiquette, were a stark contrast to his past demeanor as the Pyreborn’s notorious problem child. He bowed deeply, displaying none of his usual insolence or irreverence. The transformation was so profound that I almost wanted to ask, Are you really Owen? Even Marisa couldn’t conceal her astonishment. I’d anticipated some change, but the extent of it took me by surprise, betraying my expectations in the most delightful way. It appeared that Collett’s belief in Owen’s potential was well-founded.


      “Well met, Owen,” I replied with a warm smile. “It’s good to have you back.”


      “Yes, milady. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I shall resume my duties.” He saluted crisply and stepped back, assuming his post and standing at attention.


      Marisa approached, taking Owen’s vacated place before me. She knelt to bring herself to my level on the sofa, her eyes meeting mine. “Your Ladyship, may I review today’s agenda with you? First, you have a meeting with Prince Edward regarding the upcoming ceremony, followed by a fitting for your wedding dress. I must unfortunately remind you that as the design of the dress is already finalized, major alterations at this point will be difficult to accommodate.”


      “Understood. Thank you, Marisa.”


      The day’s schedule was more packed than I had anticipated. But then again, wasn’t such busyness to be expected with the wedding merely a week away? Everything had to be in perfect order for the ceremony. As Her Majesty had informed me, the date was set and the invitations dispatched. There was no longer the slightest margin for delay.


      “When is my meeting with His Highness?” I inquired.


      “At ten o’clock, my lady.”


      “That’s quite soon. Where will it be held?”


      “Right here, in your chambers. I believe His Highness is likely on his way as we spea—”


      Her sentence was cut short by a knock at the door. Glancing at the clock, its hands indicated it was only half past nine. Someone was rather eager...


      “Enter,” I called.


      “Excuse me,” came the reply.


      As if summoned by our conversation, our eager visitor presented himself. His fiery red hair and mystical golden eyes were as captivating as ever, but something seemed amiss. It took me a moment to realize what it was—Lord Teodore was nowhere to be seen. They usually arrived together, so Prince Edward’s solo entrance felt somewhat...lacking. Well, I’m sure the good Lord Teodore has a lot on his plate.


      I stood up and bobbed a curtsy. “Good morning, Your Highness. I am delighted to present myself, Carolina Sanchez, at your gracious service.”


      “You know I don’t do well with formality, Carolina,” he replied briskly. “You can spare me all that.” Without pause, he strode towards the sofa where I had been sitting and took a seat beside me.


      Hm? Why choose this particular sofa out of all the other available seating options? Was there something specific about this one that drew him?


      As I tilted my head, pondering whether to relocate, the prince gently patted the cushion next to him. “Please, sit back down. I wanted to be close to you.”


      “Oh?” I managed, slightly taken aback. “Of course, Your Highness, excuse me.”


      I eased myself down beside him, feeling my heart’s rhythm quicken. We seemed closer than usual...or perhaps it was just my imagination? “M-Marisa, could you prepare some tea?” I stammered, a little distracted by the potency of my proximity to Prince Edward.


      “Immediately, my lady,” she responded, bobbing her head in a polite bow before going about her work.


      If only I could be as coldly indifferent as she was... I clenched my hand over my heart, as if to keep it from leaping out. Prince Edward and I had been close to one another before, but never for such an extended period as this meeting was scheduled to be. Would this proximity continue throughout our conference? Could my heart withstand it?


      “In the interest of time, we must be brief,” the prince began in his deep, resonant baritone. “The ceremony will largely mirror a traditional one, so there’s little to discuss there. However, I...must unfortunately inform you that Duke Sanchez will not be able to attend.”


      His hesitant words pierced through the pounding in my ears, chilling the faint warmth in my chest as if a bucket of ice water had been unceremoniously dumped over a delicate flame. A cold, numbing wave swept over me, freezing my thoughts in their tracks.


      My father...not attending? This reality should perhaps not have been shocking to me, considering recent events. While the arrest of the true perpetrator behind the attempts on my life had exonerated the duke, it had done little to put to rest the other far-reaching ramifications that now enveloped us. My father had been a victim, plain and simple, but the political ripples of this scandal no doubt touched the nobility on both sides. With the ongoing succession crisis in Malcosias, the threat of further action against him and against Edward and myself loomed large. I understood the decision; it was a necessary measure for my father’s safety. Yet the understanding did little to soothe the ache in my heart.


      I had so looked forward to him seeing me in my wedding dress...


      Unbidden, tears welled in my eyes, and I quickly cast my gaze downwards to conceal them. I smiled. I had to smile, or I’d break right then and there. “I... I see. Thank you for telling me. Does this mean I’ll be walking down the aisle alone?”


      “No, I cannot allow the bride to walk down the aisle alone on her big day.”


      Confusion and surprise mingled in a squeak as I whipped my head back up to look at Prince Edward. He won’t let me walk alone, but he won’t invite my father either? Is that not utterly contradictory? Traditionally, the bride and groom were each accompanied by a family member, and if none were available, they proceeded alone. That was the tacit custom, surely understood by the both of us, so I couldn’t help but see the inherent fallacy in his statement.


      As I blinked at him, trying to decipher his words, he gently placed a reassuring hand on my head. “Don’t worry, Carolina,” he murmured softly. “I will accompany you down the aisle myself.”


      “What?!” The word escaped me before I could hold it back. “But what about the Emperor? Surely I cannot deprive His Majesty of the privilege of walking with his son!”


      “My father and I have discussed this, and he agrees. Walking together will also publicly display the depth of our affection.”


      “B-But...!”


      A wedding was a once-in-a-lifetime event. The tradition of entering with family was deeply significant, and here was Prince Edward trying to deprive himself of that cherished moment for my sake!


      “Carolina,” he spoke gently yet firmly. “I have no intention of leaving you alone on your wedding day. This is a once-in-a-lifetime event, and I want you to experience it fully. And besides”—his eyes locked with mine, filled with an unusual degree of earnestness—“the guilt of you walking in alone while I joyfully enter with my father is something I don’t wish to bear.”


      “Your Highness...” His sincerity was palpable, and his gaze intensely serious. It was clear he had given this much thought, genuinely wanting me to enjoy the ceremony, and this was the heartfelt conclusion he had reached. It was the kind of generous and unconventional solution only a man of Prince Edward’s straightforward nature could conceive. Far from being objectionable, it had the potential to invigorate the age-old traditions of marriage with a fresh breath of daring. In a royal wedding, even the smallest action would inevitably capture the nation’s attention. Whether this break from tradition would be received positively or negatively remained to be seen, but it would certainly give the public a lot to talk about. Perhaps it might even embolden other couples without parents on both sides to feel less constrained by traditional expectations on their wedding day.


      Yet for all of these practical considerations, the most compelling reason I found myself unable to decline his offer was its origin—it was a gesture crafted thoughtfully and selflessly for me. Arriving at this conclusion, I spun my next words with measured grace. “Very well, Your Highness. Then I shall gladly take you up on your kind offer. Consider our joint entrance confirmed.”


      His gaze visibly softened slightly in response to my words. Those orbs of golden zircon were ever so kind, so gentle.


      ◇◆◇◆


      The meeting concluded smoothly, and soon after, I found myself in a familiar lecture hall that had been transformed into a private sanctuary for my wedding dress fitting. The room, now partitioned with curtains for privacy, was devoid of any male presence. Even Owen had to remain on guard on the far side of the door. Within these intimate confines, I saw a bustling assembly of maids, the wedding dress designer, and for some reason—although of course she was here—the Empress herself.


      “All right, ladies. Let’s not waste time. Proceed with the fitting,” commanded the Empress on my behalf, effectively marshaling the maids into action. A chorus of ‘Yes, Your Majesty’ echoed in response, followed by a flurry of activity. Under her exacting direction, each maid was assigned a specific task. Guided by Marisa and her team, I was escorted to the back of the room, where my nearly completed wedding gown awaited—and what a gown it was. Made from sumptuous silk, the fiber caught the light, casting a subtle, shimmering aura. The design was meticulous in every aspect, each and every stitch a veritable work of art. The skirt, a many-layered confection adorned with fine white embroidery, was a study in understated beauty. The white-on-white motif made the patterns so subtle that they were almost imperceptible, yet the craftsmanship was undeniable, a testament to the artisan’s dedication.


      “My goodness...” I murmured in awe. “This is beautiful—and the embroidery, so intricate...”


      “I’m pleased it’s to your liking, my lady,” Marisa responded. “Shall we begin the fitting?”


      “Yes, thank you,” I replied, before a bevy of hands enveloped me. I turned my gaze away from the stunning dress, extending my arms to allow the maids to assist with undressing. Piece by piece, my attire, jewelry, and gloves were delicately removed, leaving me as unadorned as the moment I’d entered this world.


      The gown was fitted onto me swiftly. Stepping out from the secluded area, I found myself under the scrutinizing gazes of the designer and the Empress. They observed me intently, their brows knitted in focus, while I tried my best to stand motionless, a bundle of nerves under their watchful eyes. The designer circled me, examining my form from every angle. It was an unsettling feeling (not to mention a tiring one), being the center of such unrelenting attention. And why was she mumbling? I couldn’t make out what she was saying, but... Oh no, I hope it isn’t anything bad.


      My figure wasn’t too...rotund for this dress, was it? The pattern had been designed without the allowance of a corset, and thus, the silhouette lived and died by the wearer’s natural figure—a figure I was truthfully uncertain that I possessed. Perhaps it’s time to tighten up the old waistline...


      Right as I made a mental note to perhaps reconsider my fondness for baked sweets, the Empress turned to the designer. “Carolina’s waist is more slender than I anticipated. The decision to forgo a corset was indeed wise, yet some adjustments are necessary.”


      “Huh?” I squeaked.


      “You took the words right out of my mouth, Your Majesty,” the designer agreed. “A slight intake at the waistline would be perfect.”


      “Huh? Um...”


      “And remove that ribbon on her chest,” the Empress added decisively. “It detracts from the overall elegance. Might we also consider a more diaphanous material for the shawl?”


      “Indeed, the lady’s skin is too beautiful to be hidden.”


      “Huh...?” I uttered for the third time, only to find my input drowned out by their continued discussion yet again. It was as if I had become an invisible mannequin, merely a display for the dress, and as they delved into a passionate debate over potential alterations, I was left feeling somewhat excluded and overlooked.
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      In my eyes, the gown was already exquisite. The fabric felt luxurious, and wearing it was a delight, especially without the restrictive corset underpinning its structure. I was in love with the design, so any of their additional concerns quite frankly went straight over my head.


      My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden knock at the door. Owen? I wondered, hoping there wasn’t any trouble. Since the room was technically assigned to me for the time being, I called out permission for entry. To my surprise, the door swung open to reveal not just Owen but also Prince Edward and Lord Teodore!


      As I stood momentarily speechless, Owen bowed his scruffy lime-green head in respect. “Please forgive our sudden intrusion. His Highness Prince Edward, Commander of the Pyreborn, and Lord Teodore, the Vice Commander, requested to—”


      The Empress swiftly interjected, cutting Owen’s explanation short. “Of course, let them enter. You, Owen, may resume your post outside.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      Owen saluted sharply and swiftly exited the room, replaced by the prince and his councillor. I had seen the prince only a short while ago, but Lord Teodore? I didn’t think I’d beheld him since the Fete.


      “Hello again, Carolina,” Prince Edward said, his eyes settling on me. “That dress suits you well.”


      “Thank you, Your Highness,” I responded a bit mechanically.


      Lord Teodore followed with a greeting that was both warm and unmistakably weary. “Your Majesty, my lady, it’s been a while. It brings me great joy to see you both thriving.”


      “Hello, Teodore.” The Empress greeted him automatically before pausing to take stock of Lord Teodore’s actual appearance. “Not quite thriving yourself, though, are you? Take care to rest before you collapse.”


      “Lord Teodore, hello,” I chimed in. “Your dedication is always appreciated.” My greeting was cheerful, but like Her Majesty, my smile almost faltered at his appearance.


      With a gentle smile and a quiet, “I assure you, I’m fine,” he attempted to persuade us of his well-being. But between the gaunt cheeks, the dark circles under his eyes, and all the other signs he was on yet another of his sleepless streaks of overwork, I couldn’t bring myself to believe him. If only there was a way for the Pyreborn to function well in his absence...


      “Ah, right,” Lord Teodore suddenly spoke, jolting me from my thoughts. “Lady Carolina, I have something for you—your letter from Duke Sanchez. My sincerest apologies that it took this long to find its way back to you.”


      The letter from Father—I’d nearly forgotten about it amid the whirlwind of recent days. Lord Teodore produced the letter from his breast pocket and proffered it to me. Gratitude welled within me as I took hold of it, realizing he must have made the trip specifically to hand this back to me. The letter, impeccably preserved from its time extradimensional storage, now lay in my hands without a single crease or fold. “Thank you, Lord Teodore,” I said, clutching the letter to my chest like a precious treasure—after all, it was one. In place of my father, it would serve as my talisman. And now, with his absence at my wedding confirmed, it held even more significance.


      “But dare I say, my lady, that you truly look magnificent,” Lord Teodore continued. “Of course, your beauty is undeniable on any day, but this is a step above.”


      Before I could respond, Prince Edward interjected. “Yes, magnificent—that’s the word.” He narrowed his eyes. “Though I can’t help but think the dress is a little too...plain? As if it isn’t enough to match her beauty.”


      The Empress weighed in with a hint of surprise. “Edward, I didn’t realize you had such an eye for detail. We were just discussing potential enhancements with the designer. Please, share any thoughts you have.”


      “Yes, I have a few ideas.”


      Like mother, like son; the impassive duo exchanged nods before rekindling the dialogue with the designer—a dialogue that seemed to be more impassioned than it had any right to be... Their willingness to contribute their insights was flattering, yet I couldn’t help but wonder about how this distraction might impact their schedules. Both the empress and Prince Edward had myriad responsibilities; did they truly have the time to debate minutiae with my dressmaker?


      I found my gaze unconsciously drifting towards Lord Teodore, and I caught his quiet comment: “Rings, dresses, it never ends...” He sighed, his shoulders drooping slightly under the weight of his responsibilities.


      Lord Teodore, I really meant it when I said your dedication is always appreciated...


      ◇◆◇◆


      The remaining days and nights preceding the ceremony felt like a relentless race against time, and before I knew it, the momentous day had arrived. Seated in a waiting room adjacent to the grand cathedral, the venue for our wedding, I found myself fully clad in my completed wedding gown, hands clenched into fists to quell their trembling. Such was my nervousness that even a genuine smile seemed beyond my capability.


      No one told me!


      I hadn’t been aware that the ceremony was to be broadcast throughout the empire using magical instruments! These priceless apparatuses, treasured heirlooms of the Martinez family, were capable of transmitting real-time images to every corner of the realm. Their irreplaceable nature and the significant amounts of mana required for their operation and maintenance meant that they were used once a year at most, reserved only for the most monumental occasions. So not only was the entirety of the Malcosian aristocracy in attendance going to witness my most personal and significant day, so was each and every member of the general populace! My face paled and my stomach churned at the prospect. I recognized the value in providing clear and immediate information to the nation at this critical juncture, but I wished they’d at least given me more than a few hours’ advance notice to become accustomed to the idea!


      The weight of the occasion pressed down on me, forcing a muted sigh from my lips. Marisa, ever attentive, paused in her minor adjustments of my gown and offered a comforting word. “Now, my lady, it wouldn’t do for the bride to look so troubled on her special day. I’m sure you’re nervous, but do try and relax.”


      “I understand what you mean, Marisa,” I replied, my voice strained with apprehension, “but the scale of the ceremony is...far grander than I’d imagined. What if I slip up? Make a mistake? How many Malcosians would witness my blunder?”


      She offered a light chuckle. “You’ll do wonderfully. Someone who has prepared as diligently as you rarely falters. Didn’t you spend all of yesterday rehearsing the entire thing in your mind? You’re overthinking it, my lady.”


      “Thanks, Marisa.” I smiled tentatively at her. “I think I needed to hear that.”


      It was a touching gesture for Marisa to break her usual reserve in order to ease my anxiety. With a deep breath, I faced the mirror with renewed resolve. Reflected back was a young woman transformed, adorned in a breathtakingly beautiful gown, a gown which had become even more beautiful as a result of the meticulous alterations done in the past week. My face, expertly made up, matched the dress in its elegance. I caught myself marveling at the image, scarcely able to recognize myself.


      As I admired my reflection, Marisa opened her pocket watch and showed it to me. “It’s nearly time, my lady.” The hands were inching towards the hour of my entrance.


      Ten minutes! We had lingered longer than I’d realized. Prince Edward was likely already waiting. “Let’s not delay any further, Marisa. His Highness and the guests await us.”


      “Yes, my lady.”


      Taking Marisa’s hand, I rose carefully, mindful not to muss my dress or my hair, and we hastened together out of the waiting room. We made our way down the corridor to the designated spot. Approaching the doors to the nave, I saw Prince Edward—utterly resplendent in an all-white tuxedo.


      I felt my feet slow to a stop. His usual black-and-crimson attire was striking, but in pure white, he was a vision to behold. The hall’s light seemed to coalesce around him; his very presence seemed to command its radiance. For a moment, all sound around me and even time itself seemed to fade away, leaving only his captivating figure and my lingering gaze.


      Marisa’s voice, calling my name, snapped me back to reality. I quickened my pace. “Your Highness! I apologize for the delay!” I called out.


      He turned, his expression softening. “At ease, you’re perfectly on time. And, um...” His voice trailed off as he reached out with a tender and tentative touch to brush my cheek. “You’re breathtakingly beautiful. So beautiful that no one else should have the privilege of seeing you like this.”


      A sudden warmth surged to my cheeks, igniting them with a flush I couldn’t control. His words... They were so direct! I hastily averted my gaze, unable to bear the intensity of his stare.


      The heat radiating from my cheeks soon enveloped my entire being, a tingling sensation that made it a struggle to return my gaze to his. Prince Edward, could you perhaps realize that there is a time and place for such declarations and that this is neither? And it’s all made worse by the fact that I know you do not offer empty flattery. From anyone else, I might have shrugged off those words, but not from you!


      Thanks to Prince Edward, I was no longer nervous. Now only the red-hot inferno blazing from my cheeks gave me pause—a far better predicament! Out of the corner of my eye, I swore I caught Marisa smiling warmly at me, her eyes reflecting a mixture of amusement and affection.


      Then, slicing through my chaotic emotions, came the partly muffled voice of the wedding announcer through the door ahead. “Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in welcoming the bride and the groom.”


      There was no time to quell the raging fire within me. Cheeks yet ablaze, I gently hooked my arm through Prince Edward’s. In that instant, the majestic white doors swung open, revealing the hallowed cathedral, its pews teeming with guests. As the initial turmoil in my heart began to quiet, a wave of thunderous applause and enthusiastic cheers rushed in to fill the void, punctuated by joyous shouts of congratulations.


      “Seems that even the largest cathedral in Malcosias couldn’t quite accommodate everyone, huh?” Prince Edward noted as he scanned the space before him.


      I couldn’t help but giggle at his somewhat superfluous observation. “Indeed, Your Highness.”


      He looked down at me, I looked up at him, and we exchanged a knowing smile. I wondered how that interaction looked to the crowd, but I didn’t have to wonder for very long—at that instant, a high-pitched squeal, reminiscent of an adoring fan’s, pierced the air.


      Stepping into the cathedral, keenly feeling the people’s blessings, we began our walk down the aisle. The air was alive with cheers and well-wishes.


      “Congratulations!”


      “Oh, blessed day!”


      “There’s our beautiful bride and groom!”


      “Wishing a lifetime of happiness to the lovely couple!”


      Even though the ceremony had only just begun, and even though nothing could make up for the absence of my father—this was, without a doubt, the grandest ceremony any girl could dream of. The brief procession carried us to the front of the cathedral, where the bishop awaited us. It was a special honor to have him officiate our wedding rather than a lesser member of the clergy.


      As Prince Edward and I stood side by side, we bolstered each other’s spirits. The bishop turned to us, his face adorned with a gentle smile, and he began to lead us through our vows.


      “Edward Ruby Martinez, do you take Carolina Sanchez to be your wife? Do you promise to love her, comfort her, honor and keep her, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, so long as you both shall live?”


      “I do.”


      “Carolina Sanchez, do you take Edward Ruby Martinez to be your husband? Do you promise to love him, comfort him, honor and keep him, in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health, so long as you both shall live?”


      “I do.”


      “And now, the exchange of rings.”


      The bishop turned the case sitting on his lectern towards us, revealing two exquisite rings nestled within—each set with a small but brilliant ruby.


      Laying eyes on the rings for the first time, I was struck by their beauty. The deep crimson of the rubies, mirroring the color of my own eyes, sparkled with an intense brilliance—it seemed all that talk about rubies between Prince Edward and his family hadn’t just been for show. Indeed, the allure of the pieces extended beyond the gems themselves. It resided also in the intricate craftsmanship of the rings, each the work of a master artisan, both of our names delicately etched inside the band of each one, a glittering symbol of our union.


      Speaking of, hadn’t someone mentioned that Prince Edward had designed these himself? It must have been quite the effort, but that effort and care was evident in every detail.


      Lost in admiration, I barely registered Prince Edward gently sliding one of the rings onto my finger. The sight of the stunning gem resting there ignited a surge of emotions within me—warmth flooded through me, and I felt the heat rushing to my eyes.


      No, Carolina, not now. Hold back the tears.


      I pursed my trembling lips, steadying my emotions as I reached for the other ring. With a shaking hand, I carefully slid it onto Prince Edward’s finger.


      It was the simple act of wearing our rings that caused the reality of our bond to finally start to sink in. Above all else, it was a feeling of overwhelming happiness.


      “You may kiss the bride,” the bishop’s voice suddenly rang out.


      The kiss. The one part of the ceremony we hadn’t rehearsed, our first real kiss. A flurry of nerves twisted in my stomach. Could I do this right?


      Such worries seemed not to bother Prince Edward in the slightest. He appeared completely serene as he let his eyes drift shut, his lips slightly parting. As if spurred on by some unseen force, I mirrored him, leaning into the unknown.


      It was an instant. A mere moment during which I registered the softness of his lips upon mine, but it was enough to send a fresh wave of warmth cascading over me.


      My first kiss—it tasted like pure, unadulterated happiness.




      The ceremony, resplendent with joy and celebration from start to finish, had concluded without incident. The subsequent parade through the streets of the capital had also gone as flawlessly as it possibly could have. It was now nighttime. As the day wound down and the warm afterglow of cheers and blessings slowly faded from my mind, I still couldn’t quite allow myself to relax. It was impossible, not when what loomed ahead was the inevitable, intimate culmination of every sacrament of holy matrimony: the wedding night.


      Although I had been freshly bathed, my skin was clammy and almost translucent in its paleness. I paced about restlessly in Prince Edward’s bedroom, a tumult of emotions swirling within me as I awaited his arrival to...consummate our marriage.


      Why had I neglected to consider this?


      How had I neglected to consider this?


      Even in a marriage born from political convenience, the expectation of consummation remained...I had surely known that. The primary duty, for all members of the nobility, was to continue the lineage—to produce offspring—so why had I even for a second believed myself exempt from that expectation? Perhaps I’d been too busy to even spare that idea a moment’s thought, but now, it was too late for regrets. The truth was that I was woefully underprepared for this moment—and moreover, I was nervous beyond belief.


      As I spun on my heels, completing yet another circuit around the prince’s cavernous chamber, the door behind me clicked open. Into this, the domain of the second prince, there was only one individual who dared enter without announcement, and that was...


      I pivoted slowly, and the sight of my new visitor arrested my breath. There stood my prince, his fiery red hair slightly damp, torso partially exposed beneath the drape of a rich dressing gown, and under that, the folds of a loosely tied bathrobe. Fresh from his own bath, Prince Edward radiated an allure that was...intense.


      W-Women are supposed to be the fairest sex, are we not?


      “Sorry, that took longer than usual,” he said softly, piercing the thick silence.


      “No, heavens no. In fact, I’m probably early,” I stammered, my voice betraying my inner turmoil.


      I screamed internally. What are you even saying, Carolina Sanchez?! Normally! Talk normally! Keep stuttering like that, and he’ll catch on to how nervous you are! For now, find something, anything, to talk about!


      “Um, it’s been quite a day, hasn’t it, Your Highness?” I ventured. “The ceremony—it was wonderful, wasn’t it?”


      “You’re quite right about that.”


      “And, oh—the rings! They’re absolutely beautiful. I heard you designed them yourself, is that true?”


      “Yes, that’s true.”


      “And, um...”


      Why can’t we keep the conversation going at all?! I know you’re a man of few words, Prince Edward, but are you always this difficult to talk to, or...?!


      Even the monosyllables he had managed to bestow upon me felt hollow, as if his mind were elsewhere. As I observed his motionless and somewhat distant demeanor, a nagging feeling that something was amiss grew within me. “Are you feeling all right, Your Highness? You appear somewhat preoccupied,” I inquired with a gentle tone.


      “I’m feeling just fine,” he assured me.


      “Fatigued, then? The exhaustion from the day’s events and a lack of rest finally catching up to you?”


      “I won’t deny feeling a bit weary, but it’s nothing too concerning.”


      “I-I see...” My voice trailed off, even more uncertainty seeping into my mind. “Have I, by any chance, upset you? You haven’t moved since you entered, nor have you met my gaze...”


      Finally, his eyes locked onto mine, his voice rising in intensity. “No, that’s not it at all! I...” His voice faltered, and a rosy blush crept across his face, reddening his cheeks until they glowed like two ripe apples—a reaction that I hadn’t anticipated.


      A tense silence enveloped us, each seemingly lost in the other’s gaze. He was the first to falter, his eyes darting away once more. “That’s not it. I just, um, I...” An uncharacteristic stutter overtook his speech, and he awkwardly rubbed his neck.


      Please, Your Highness... My heart is at its limit with your uncharacteristic hesitance. Had I truly offended him in some manner? I wanted to take him at his word, but his evasive gaze seemed to speak volumes. My frustration escaped me in a soft sigh, and my eyes fell to the delicate, frilly negligee I was wearing.


      Oh, the negligee...


      Of course! That was it, wasn’t it? How could I have been so oblivious? Any young man would’ve been hard-pressed to act normally under such intimate conditions. He didn’t strike me as the womanizing type, so if my intuition proved itself correct, this could very well be the first time he’d ever seen a woman clad in such apparel. Finding myself perhaps a little too eager to accept my own half-baked conjecture as truth, I watched as he approached, still averting his gaze. He removed the dressing gown he wore over his bathrobe and held it out. “You should wear this. The nights here can be quite cold.”


      “Oh, thank you,” I murmured, draping the brocade over my shoulders. The garment was so large that it cascaded down well past my knees.


      “The bed is yours tonight—I’ll take the sofa,” he continued casually.
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’ Lady Carolina Sanchez spent her entire life

enduring ceaseless and underhanded bullying
from her sister Lady Flora Sanchez. Flora
outwardly plays the role of a doting older sister,
but she harbors a deep grudge against Carolina,
whom she blames for their mother’s death, as it
occurred shortly after Carolina’s birth. After living
her whole life overshadowed by her sister,
Carolina is suddenly married off to a prince of a
neighboring country in order to resolve a political
crisis. Her husband-to-be? The infamous
“bloodthirsty” Prince Edward of Malcosias.
Carolina is brought to Malcosias in secret, where
she meets Edward for the first time. Contrary to
the rumors (and much to her surprise), she finds
Edward to be a warm and compassionate soul.
After her arrival in Malcosias, she finds that her
new in-laws welcome her with respect and love,
and for the first time, Carolina experiences what
it’s like to be considered worthy.

As she settles into Malcosias, there comes a day
seemingly like any other until she is attacked by a
mysterious assassin. Suddenly she finds herself
embroiled in a struggle for royal succession—the
first prince, unable to claim the throne due to a
debilitating disease, versus the second prince.
Despite the danger to her life, Carolina proclaims
to Edward that she will not back away from these
challenges, and she chooses to remain committed
to their marriage.

Meanwhile, a triad of major calamities besieges
Carolina’s home kingdom of Celestia: Increased
sightings of fearsome mana-beasts, decline in crop
yields, and a deadlly epidemic, all at the same time.
Though Celestian leadership attributes these
calamities to the decline in power of Flora, the
Saint-to-be, the truth is far more revelatory...
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Second daughter of the ducal House
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personal bodyguard.

Vanessa
Empress of Malcosias. A
wielder of frost magic. She is

Second prince of the Malcosian
Empire and the commander of the
Pyreborn. He finds himself drawn
to Carolina’s compassionate nature.

Raymond
Prime minister of the Kingdom
of Celestia. Despite his
lifelong absences and stoic
nature, he actually cares a great

deal for his daughter Carolina.

Eric
Emperor of Malcosias. A
sl;:e -sword whose exploits are
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impassive but deeply loving. stuff of legend.
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