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      Prologue


      The Kingdom of Celestia had exactly one ducal house: the House of Sanchez. The legacy of this exceptional lineage of men and women, all steadfast allies to the royal family through the ages, was intertwined with the very soul of the realm.


      In times of war, members of House Sanchez served as unyielding knights, capable of defying an army ten thousand strong. In times of peace, they were advisers, prime ministers, and premiers, the very pillars of governance. Through each and every era, the brilliance of House Sanchez shone brightly, a beacon of hope for the people of Celestia.


      Yet even the most illustrious lineages were not exempt from God’s fickleness. Thus it was that to this esteemed house was born a girl who was perplexingly ordinary. Carolina Sanchez was her name, and by every measure, she was simply...average. Her beauty was neither striking nor lackluster; her intelligence neither brilliant nor dim. Bereft of any noteworthy talent of which to speak, she could sacrifice a week of sleep to her studies, and yet her academic abilities would never stand out. She could dance until her heels were raw and bloody, and yet her footwork would never improve. Against the background of a family of giants, she stood out as a diminutive disappointment—no better than a disgrace.


      I was all too familiar with that girl...because that girl was me. As the second daughter of a duke, I had but one solitary wish: to possess even a shred of the greatness that would make someone, anyone, proud.


      This is my story—the tale of “the Sanchez family disgrace” and how she found her extraordinary path.

    

  

  
    
      Chapter One


      Under the shimmering glow of chandeliers, the soft strains of an orchestra melded with the ambient hum of lively conversations and genteel laughter. Noblewomen, each one draped in a gown so exquisite it could only be described as a work of art, glided about in the grand hall.


      This was a place where hidden agendas came to gather, a theater where the intricate mind games contrived by peers of the realm unfolded in their full complexity. Yet among this labyrinth of dazzling personas and veiled intentions, one figure eclipsed them all.


      Her graceful steps carried her effortlessly through the gathering, her silver-blonde hair swaying in harmonious rhythm with every click of her heels. Feeling the attention of every person in the room fixed upon her, she allowed her padparadscha-sapphire eyes to narrow ever so slightly and unveiled a dazzling smile.


      It was a smile suffused with an enchantment so potent that it captivated any soul fortunate enough to behold it. It was the smile of one Lady Flora Sanchez—my elder sister.


      Flora wasn’t anything like me; she was the Sanchez legacy personified. She possessed all of the virtues and talents emblematic of our name, and she was truly exceptional both inside and out. A valedictorian from the Royal Academy, her intellect was rivaled only by the diversity of her talents. From musical instruments to equestrian arts, she was always a quick study, mastering disciplines with an ease that was nothing short of prodigious.


      By contrast, I...


      “Oh, Lady Flora truly is the embodiment of perfection, isn’t she? Her sister, on the other hand...” The snickering voice of a nearby noblewoman reached my ears.


      “Imagine how heartbroken Lady Carolina would be to hear that!” her companion scolded.


      “But it’s the truth, is it not?”


      “I suppose, but...”


      “Besides, everyone’s saying it! Lady Carolina is the Sanchez family disgrace!”


      “The Sanchez family disgrace.” That was how I was branded. Though few dared to utter the phrase in my presence, the walls whispered their agreement in my absence. As unflattering and disrespectful as the title was, I could find no grounds to dispute it—I felt every inch the disgrace they named me.


      I shrunk back, redoubling my efforts to blend into the walls. As I dropped my gaze to the floor, wishing to erase both the gossipers and the ever-radiant image of my sister from view, Flora’s voice cut through the chatter. “Girls, could you please refrain from teasing my dear baby sister? She isn’t quite as thick-skinned as she would have you believe.”


      Ever the savior, the shining star of high society, my sister interceded and smoothly positioned herself between me and the murmuring nobles. Their composure visibly wavered under her gaze.


      “W-We weren’t...” the first speaker began hesitantly.


      “T-Teasing her? Perish the thought...” the second stammered.


      Flora chuckled softly. “Of course. A mere slip of the tongue, I presume?”


      “Y-Yes!”


      “Exactly right!”


      The two of them nodded vigorously, visibly relieved as they took the escape route that Flora had graciously offered to them.


      Internally, I sighed at the almost farcical scene unfolding before both me and the gathering gaggle of onlookers who were inevitably drawn to Flora’s presence. The pretense was palpable.


      “If it wasn’t in earnest, I’m sure Carolina can find it in her heart to forgive. Now, let’s apologize together, shall we?” Flora’s eyes softened kindly, as if she were channeling the ghost of the Holy Mother herself.


      “Of course!” they eagerly concurred, then turned to me as one.


      “Lady Carolina, please accept our apologies for our earlier words.”


      “Likewise, Lady Carolina. We truly didn’t intend to offend you.”


      With looks of remorse painted thick on their faces, they offered their apologies as Flora stood by, one of her hands resting reassuringly on each of their backs.


      Noting my lack of humor, Flora, ever the perfect arbiter in situations like these, shot me a wry smile. “Allow me to apologize on their behalf as well. So, Carolina, do you think you can find it in you to put this episode behind us?”


      All eyes were on us—or on my sister, rather. The insistent gazes of the crowd seemed to implore in a silent chorus, “Forgive and move on.”


      It was hardly a situation where I could stand my ground and reject their apologies, so instead I said demurely, “If it puts your mind at ease, sister, I shall let this pass.” My forgiveness left my lips mechanically as a means of saving face for my sister, much to the collective relief of the room.


      The two gossipers quickly voiced their gratitude, and Flora remarked with a radiant smile, “I do so love a happy ending!” As if on cue, the rest of the onlookers shared in her jubilation, their faces lighting up in unison.
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      Their chatter washed over me.


      “I’m just relieved it all worked out. Thank goodness Lady Flora was here.”


      “Oh, isn’t she just splendid? Where would House Sanchez be without their eldest?”


      “She has it all, doesn’t she? Grace, beauty, intelligence...”


      “And she’s a doting older sister to boot! What isn’t she capable of?”


      “We need her in our family, we just do! We’d treat her like our own, we would!”


      Voices laden with admiration and envy echoed around us. Yet Flora, gracefully aloof, seemed oblivious.


      Seemed oblivious, but I knew she was not. The Flora they lauded was a carefully constructed facade, a far cry from the sister I truly knew.


      Feigning concern, Flora sidled up to me, taking my hand and leaning in so close our faces nearly touched. “Carolina, are you all right? I know the truth hurts, but do try to keep your composure.” She was so close that her breath tickled my face. “You should know that you make such an excellent foil—how is it that you’ve managed to elevate me once again? Who said a disgrace like you couldn’t be useful? Well, to be fair, I suppose that you aren’t actually very useful most of the time.”


      The real Flora, the side she revealed only to me, was the furthest thing from a “doting older sister” to ever exist. Even as her face remained the portrait of concern, venom dripped from her words. She was truly a woman who wore many masks.


      “Now, be a good little wallflower, and do try to not draw too much attention to yourself. Surely even a disgrace like you can manage that?” Her giggle, light and airy, rang out as she pulled away. She didn’t even await a reply.


      With an ostentatiously magnanimous smile that would make the Holy Mother blush, she placed her hand onto my head as if in benediction. “I must go now, Carolina, but should anything happen, all you need do is call out to me. Please, do try and enjoy the festivities.” She fell effortlessly back into the role of “doting older sister” in an instant. She stroked my hair with the utmost tenderness. I wanted nothing more than to slap that awful, awful hand away from me.


      “Ciao for now,” she cooed, melting seamlessly back into the crowd.


      I had no idea what drove her to such lengths to keep up appearances. Why bother? If she loathed me so profoundly, why not simply distance herself from me? Her reputation was already immaculate. Surely acknowledging the true nature of our strained relationship wouldn’t tarnish her image. It wasn’t as if she—


      A sudden, sharp cry cut through the hall, jolting me out of my thoughts. Turning towards the source of the commotion, I saw a man lying sprawled on the floor, a young woman pinned beneath him. Judging from their location on the ballroom floor, it seemed a dance had taken a disastrous turn. The man must have lost his balance and fallen on top of his dance partner.


      But to fall during a dance seemed improbably clumsy. Perhaps he had been distracted by something—or someone?


      The scene erupted into chaos.


      “My poor Maria! She’s pinned—you’re crushing her!” wailed a bystander, likely the mother of the besieged young woman.


      “How will you answer for your actions?” another voice rang out accusingly. “If she bears any mark from this, you’ll marry her, won’t you?”


      “Enough!” someone else shouted. “Lady Maria needs help first! Someone, contact the nearest hospital and tell them—”


      “That won’t be necessary.”


      A melodic, assertive voice as calming as birdsong cut through the clamor. All eyes turned to its owner. “Rest assured, I shall tend to them,” my sister said with poised assurance.


      A murmur of realization spread. “Of course!” cried a voice in the crowd. “How could we have forgotten the Saint-to-be graces our gathering tonight! There’s no cause for alarm!”


      “Forget doctors, Lady Flora is here!” another assured the gathering at large.


      The distraught noblewoman at the fallen girl’s side implored, “Please, Lady Flora, help my poor Maria. If her face were to be disfigured before we could marry her off...”


      Flora’s grin was confident, a touch mischievous even. “Do not fret, milady. She’ll be flawless once more.”


      Relief flooded the woman’s features. She whispered another plea for help, then fell silent. Flora nodded and then immediately began tending to both Maria and her dance partner. While the man only bore a few minor bruises, the same couldn’t be said of the girl whose body had cushioned his fall. Aside from bruises and scrapes, she seemed to have suffered a broken foot, and most troubling of all, a torn lip. While that might’ve seemed the more trivial injury, in high society, any blemish on the face meant months away from public appearances, and that was to be avoided at all costs.


      That was now, however, a moot point.


      Finished with her examination, Flora closed her eyes and clasped her hands in prayer. A gentle, luminous glow enveloped her, extending to Maria and the man. In mere moments, their wounds were mended, leaving not a single trace of the accident. It was this miraculous ability that was Flora’s chief claim to fame, the primary reason she was held in such high esteem.


      At this, the crowd erupted into a chorus of extravagant praise.


      “Incredible! They don’t call Lady Flora the next Saint for nothing!”


      “She must be our next Saint, I’d simply have it no other way!”


      “Lady Flora will no doubt go down in history as the greatest Saint this country has ever seen!”


      “With her guidance, our nation will know nothing but peace!”


      Amidst the torrent of effusive acclaim, my eyes sought Flora. She smiled with utmost pride as she accepted the heartfelt gratitude from Lady Maria and her mother. Her personality aside, I had to admit: when it came to raw ability, none seemed better suited for the mantle of Saint than Flora.


      The title of “Saint” was reserved only for the most distinguished female adepts of holy magic. Earning this honor required successfully navigating a rigorous set of trials, after which this prestigious designation would be conferred jointly by both the king and the archbishop. The title carried boundless reverence and influence. Although the Saint was a position unique to Celestia, her authority confined primarily within Celestian borders, the long-standing history and legacy of our Saints ensured that their influence was felt even beyond the boundaries of our kingdom.


      Flora seemed preordained for this illustrious role. Her profound mastery over holy magic, the healing aspect of which she so readily demonstrated, set her apart. Her aptitude was so apparent that many already regarded her as a Saint in all but name. Only women who had come of age could become the Saint, but Flora’s current status as “Saint-to-be” was seen by most as a mere technicality. The consensus was clear: her ascension to Saint was inevitable.


      “To have such intellect and beauty, and the talent to be Saint on top of that. It’s almost unfair,” I murmured. She had everything, while I had nothing. Swallowing my words, which stuck in my throat with the weight of their envy, I cast one more lingering glance at the ever-perfect Flora before turning away.


      ◇◆◇◆


      After the soiree’s conclusion, the rhythmic clatter of hooves echoed in the night as a lone horse-drawn carriage bound for the Sanchez estate made its way down a moonlit road. Inside, both Flora and I sat together, a most uncommon occurrence. Typically, we journeyed separately, but today, due to our father commandeering most of our carriages for his own use, we found ourselves having to share a single conveyance (much to my chagrin).


      I couldn’t help but harbor a smidgen of resentment. This was Father’s idea of a touching reunion after his latest weeklong absence? To take our entire fleet of over a dozen carriages for a simple trip to the royal castle? I couldn’t understand it. Yet, considering that this was my father, there was likely a deeper rationale for even a decision as inexplicable as this. I just hoped he would have the wisdom to return them tonight—otherwise, there’d be hell to pay.


      My father was seldom present. Given his duties, extended stays at the castle were a standard part of his life, and entire weeks away were not unusual. Even on the rare occasions that he was at home, he largely sequestered himself in his study, sifting through the avalanche of ducal responsibilities that had piled up in his absence. Honestly, his perpetual busyness bordered on the absurd.


      I let out a deep, contemplative sigh as I ruminated on my future—or lack thereof—and my discontent did not go unnoticed by Flora. Sitting across from me, she clicked her tongue. “What’s with that look? What, do you think I want to be here any more than you do? You should be grateful that your Saint-to-be is even willing to share her only carriage with the likes of you.”


      Flora’s flawless features twisted in anger and disgust. Clearly, my evident unhappiness had struck a nerve. For many, the sight of such beauty marred by anger would be unsettling. But for me, it was all too familiar. I met her gaze without flinching.


      My lack of a reaction only heightened her irritation. Shielded from public view, Flora’s fury could finally flow freely. “You ungrateful little brat! Is this how you treat your betters? To think you aren’t capable of even a modicum of appropriate respect... You really are an unwanted little freak.”


      An unwanted little freak.


      She knew exactly what to say to get under my skin. My composure cracked, and I bit my lip in frustration bordering on despair.


      That was all the opening she needed. A sly, almost predatory smirk crossed the Saint-to-be’s face. “You know, Carolina, you’re quite the enigma. For someone born into House Sanchez, how is it that you bear no resemblance to anyone in the family?”


      My face tightened, my discomfort evident. She knew precisely which of my insecurities to exploit.


      Her grin widened. Eager to see me squirm up close, Flora left the seat facing mine and invaded the bench on which I sat, nestling up against me. She reached out with her pristine, pale hand and gently lifted a lock of my hair. “This dull gray hue,” she mused. “It’s neither icy blonde like mine or Father’s, nor the deep black of Mother’s glossy locks. The color of yours is closer to black, to be sure, yet so far from the luster of Mother’s gorgeous raven tresses. It’s more akin to ash, don’t you think?”


      She made a show of blowing my hair out of her hand in the same manner she might dust off a tome before running her fingers through her own hair. Her silver-white locks shimmered in the moonlight, a dance of radiance against the dark night sky.


      Despite my intimate knowledge of the malevolence at the center of her being, her ethereal beauty still rendered me momentarily spellbound. To be so beautiful that she could obscure the venom that lay beneath...


      What a wicked woman she was, to the very core.


      “But to your credit, what is gray but a shade of black?” she drawled on. “Your drab hair, unremarkable as it is, isn’t the most downright offensive aspect of your appearance. No... That distinction goes to those vile, bloodred eyes of yours.” She gently laid her delicate fingers on my cheek, against the corner of one of my eyes, before narrowing her own padparadscha-sapphire gaze. “I inherited my soft pink color from our mother, but you? Such a deep crimson. Father’s eyes are green, so no... It couldn’t have been him. Tell me, just from whom did you inherit them?”


      I quivered, wordless.


      “You really have to wonder why the household continues to say so fondly that you’re ‘the spitting image of the duchess.’ Just how cruel can they be? After all, how could a disgrace like you ever hope to rival our mother’s radiance? At best, you are merely a pale reflection.”


      Her words, sharp as knives, wounded me with every syllable. The invisible scars of my heart screamed out in agony, and a silent plea rose within me, begging her to cease her verbal onslaught. I had to give my supplication a voice. “Flora. If I’ve upset you, I apologize. Can we please—”


      She cut me off. “Oh, I’m so sorry, dear sister...” Her words dripped with feigned contrition, while her features contorted into an unsettling sneer. “How could I forget the greatest tragedy of all? And how thoughtless of me to bring it up.”


      Dread surged within me; I knew exactly where this was heading. An internal scream resounded in my mind, begging her to refrain. Desperate to shield myself, I moved to cover my ears, but I was a fraction too late.


      “You didn’t know our mother well, did you?” Her words took on a mocking lilt. “In fact, you couldn’t have. You’re the one who killed her, after all.”


      I gritted my teeth, wrestling with the bitter truth. Our mother—Duchess Karen Sanchez—had succumbed to an ailment that overtook her soon after giving birth to me. Although I wasn’t the direct reason for her passing, it seemed logical to implicate me. Our mother had been the picture of health throughout her short life, and the first and only time she’d ever been seriously ill was directly after my birth. They said it was the postpartum weakening of her constitution that had proved to be her undoing. Even if I wasn’t the immediate author of her end, it was clear that my birth had played a crucial role in diminishing her vigor.


      If I hadn’t been born, perhaps she might still be alive.


      That endlessly tormenting thought scraped against my soul, the pain threatening to rend my heart in two.


      “Mother was truly one of a kind,” Flora began, her voice tinged with melancholy. “Gracious, kind, compassionate... Much like the Holy Mother herself. She wasn’t extraordinarily brilliant or capable, but she was able to draw people to her in a way that Father or I never could. She did so very much for our family, and the flourishing of our realm under Father’s reign was due to her and her magnanimous spirit.”


      Flora’s padparadscha-sapphire gaze bored coldly into mine as she extolled Mother’s virtues in this oft-repeated litany. The emotions therein were raw and acerbic, rife with resentment and loathing for my being.


      “Which is why I’ll never forgive you—the one who robbed us of her. I’ll never accept that you bear her likeness. I’ll never accept you.” Flora’s final declaration lingered heavily between us. She held my gaze for a few seconds more, and then, seemingly satisfied, she returned to her seat. As she stared out the carriage window, I couldn’t help but notice what seemed like a flicker of sorrow, a hint of longing in her eyes.


      How could it be? As her words slashed and wounded me, how was it that she looked more like the pitiable victim of a deep torment? Lost in my miserable thoughts, I softly closed my eyes, letting the rhythmic clattering of the carriage lull me into a daze as we headed towards home.


      ◇◆◇◆


      The rest of the journey was spent in silence. We finally arrived, and taking the coachman’s hand, Flora and I both alighted from the carriage. Without so much as a parting glance, she quickly disappeared into the manor, leaving me to gaze up at the imposing walls of our residence. The windows were unusually dim for this time of night, which struck me as odd; it was too early for most to retire. Even given my and Flora’s absence, the lack of illumination seemed peculiar.


      As I pondered this somewhat trivial anomaly, our butler approached me cautiously. “Welcome home, Lady Carolina,” he intoned. Then, with a more discreet inflection, he added, “His Grace is waiting for you in the drawing room.”


      His words took me by surprise. “Father is...?” I wondered aloud.


      While Father had summoned me many times before, never once had it been at an hour this late. But...no. Even that wasn’t quite as unexpected as the other bit of information. He’d summoned me to the drawing room?


      The drawing room rather than his personal study?


      “Do we have guests?” I inquired.


      The butler paused for a beat. “I’m afraid I cannot say, milady.” Perhaps commanded into silence by my father, he simply shook his head. Knowing him well, I knew that pressing further would be in vain.


      With no other option, I braced myself to face whatever awaited in the drawing room.


      “Very well. Please, lead on.”


      ◇◆◇◆


      As the door closed behind me, I stiffened. The visitor, who was someone who should not, no, could not possibly be here, caught my startled reaction and rewarded me with a glib smile.


      I swallowed hard.


      “Don’t just stand there, Carolina,” my father, Duke Raymond Sanchez, chided with a stern voice. “I have no recollection of raising a daughter who neglects basic courtesies.” He stood imposingly behind our guest on the sofa, his long, silver-white hair tied neatly at the nape of his neck and swaying slightly as he regarded me critically.


      Feeling the weight of his world-weary and piercing emerald eyes, I hastily curtsied. “I humbly beg your pardon for my delayed introduction. I, Carolina, second daughter of House Sanchez, am deeply honored to meet...” I took a deep, steadying breath before I continued. “...Your Royal Majesty.”


      Before me was King Nathan Phillips, the reigning monarch of Celestia and lord over my father, who was the duke and prime minister.


      The king...


      My father managed the vast responsibilities of a dukedom while also serving as the king’s most trusted adviser. He was the most capable man I knew, and yet the king was the one person he always spoke of in the highest regard. “Do not think lightly of him” had always been the constant refrain.


      The obvious question struck me: why was he here? There had been no fanfare, no announcement of his visit, which meant that protocol had not been followed. Recalling the peculiarities of the day—the unusual deployment of our family carriages and the oddly dim lights of our manor—I pieced it together. First, the surplus of carriages had likely been a ruse to discreetly transport His Majesty from the castle, the guards being unlikely to take the time to check each one. Second, the dimly lit manor was a result of restricting the servants’ access to this wing. More than half of the manor was off-limits tonight, ensuring that almost everyone remained unaware of the royal visit.


      Everything pointed to a singular conclusion: that His Majesty’s appearance here was an unsanctioned one, and that my father had moreover been the one to discreetly facilitate this clandestine meeting. His Majesty was infamous for his capricious nature, so I didn’t find it terribly odd that he would sneak out of his own castle, but my father had never once entertained any of his monarch’s whims. In fact, he was always the one who sought to rein in His Majesty when his erratic moods took hold. So what was the game truly at play here? A sense of unease began to settle in the pit of my stomach.


      His Majesty fondly narrowed his amethyst eyes, a mark of his royal lineage, and casually brushed a strand of his platinum-blond hair behind his ear in a gesture that was oddly sensual.


      “Hey Carolina, long time no see,” His Majesty began, his tone almost inappropriately playful. “How long has it been, a few months? Been doing all right, I hope?”


      “I have; thank you for asking. I trust Your Majesty is also in the best of health?” I replied, attempting to maintain formality.


      “Absolutely! They say health is wealth, and if that’s the measure, then I’m a rich man indeed. I don’t mean to brag, but I’ve never been ill—not once in my life. Quite the feat, wouldn’t you say?”


      “Indeed, Your Majesty,” I affirmed, a little taken aback. “The well-being of our kingdom rests greatly on your shoulders. My prayers are always for both your health and our land.”


      He let out a light chuckle. “Then I shan’t let your efforts go to waste. I’ll be extra vigilant about my health.”


      The longer this opening salvo dragged on, the more my suspicion grew. Why wasn’t he getting to the point? Surely His Majesty hadn’t come all this way just to make small talk? Although, if he was as impulsive as his reputation would have me believe, then perhaps he might have? But, no... It seemed unlikely my father would entertain such caprice.


      His next question took me completely by surprise. “Say, I’m curious. Do you have a special someone in your life, Carolina?”


      “A special...someone?” I repeated, incredulous.


      “Yes,” His Majesty affirmed. “Surely a lady of House Sanchez has a fair share of admirers? Did any of them confess on the day of your academy graduation?”


      My mind completely froze. The king was here to discuss my...romantic prospects?


      Just as I began to assume this entire visit was in fact nothing more than a mere social call, my father, silent until now, was moved to speak. “Your Majesty, that’s enough small talk. There are important matters at hand.”


      Oh, good. It seemed there was a purpose for his visit after all. As I laid my anxiety to rest, the affable demeanor of His Majesty suddenly vanished, and the temperature in the room seemed to plummet. “Small talk? Did that sound like small talk to you, Raymond?” His Majesty asked, his tone suddenly serious. “Surely, you of all people understand the gravity of my question.”


      My father’s breath hissed through clenched teeth. “Your Majesty...”


      “At any rate, you have no right to tell me what I can and can’t do, Mister Prime Minister. Do remember why you’re here—to serve the Kingdom of Celestia.” The typically congenial monarch now wore a stern expression as he stared down his subject.


      Left on the fringes of this conflict, I tried to piece together the motivation behind their strained exchange. Just what was this tension? Why such an atmosphere of uneasiness between the two of them?


      My father met His Majesty’s gaze without flinching. “Your Majesty, I cannot lend my support to you in this matter. I may be prime minister, but before that, I am this girl’s father.”


      “Oh? And you would defy the crown for her sake?”


      “I would.”


      My father’s answer had been instantaneous. For a moment, the king narrowed his eyes, as if assessing my father’s sincerity. Then, to my astonishment, he broke into hearty laughter. “That’s fantastic, just fantastic, Raymond! To think that you, old straitlaced Raymond, would defy me for the sake of your child!” His mirth devolved into a bout of knee-slapping. When it subsided, he reached up to give my father an approving pat on the chest. “You’ve grown, old friend, you really have. It’s heartening to see such a human, or should I say, fatherly side of you. In recognition of this newfound development, perhaps we can devise a compromise.”


      My father’s eyes flickered briefly at the mention of a “compromise,” but he otherwise remained unreadable.


      Having dangled the promise of a concession in front of my father, His Majesty pressed forward, “Once I’ve provided some context, we’ll come back to my previous questions. You should find that acceptable, yes?”


      Taking a moment to consider, my father gave a curt nod of approval.


      I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. While I still had no idea what they were talking about, I was deeply relieved that the storm seemed to have passed. The last thing I wanted was to be the cause of a rift between the royal family and House Sanchez.


      His Majesty sat up straight and turned to me. “Now that we have your father’s consent, let’s dive straight into the heart of the matter. Where to begin, let’s see... Ah, how about with recent events involving our kingdom and”—here he looked at me significantly—“the Empire of Malcosias?”


      My eyes widened. That was a name I hadn’t been expecting to hear.


      Also known as the Ruby Empire, the Empire of Malcosias was a mighty nation whose territories occupied most of the continent. They were a highly developed country, home to advanced magic and high culture—not to mention a proud, rich history and an absolutely massive military. The empire was a beast that our humble kingdom had no business provoking; if it saw fit to do so, it could wipe Celestia off the map in an instant!


      “Now, while we’ve had our fair share of squabbles with the empire, they’ve all been small things—things that both sides are willing to overlook. Our recent transgression, however, was considerably less...overlookable, let’s say. For you see, one of our own managed to commit a slight against a certain imperial duchess—a duchess who just happens to be the beloved sister of the reigning emperor, of all people. I’m sure you’re beginning to grasp why neither side can afford to ignore this incident, yes?”


      I listened to His Majesty’s explanation with an expression somewhere between shock and disbelief on my face. I had no idea what “slight” this unnamed person could have possibly committed, but if it was enough to trigger a diplomatic incident of this magnitude...a simple “I’m sorry” definitely wouldn’t suffice.


      Yet, I wondered, what did all of this have to do with me?


      “I know that look,” the king said with a sage nod. “You’re thinking, ‘What does this have to do with me?’ aren’t you?”


      Caught off guard, I let out a surprised gasp, much to the amusement of His Majesty. He let out a bright chuckle at apparently having so precisely interpreted my thoughts. “Patience, Carolina. This next part is where you come in. You’ll want to brace yourself.”


      “Y-Yes, Your Majesty...”


      Even with his outwardly composed and amicable demeanor, an undercurrent of intensity emanated from him. Instinctively, I straightened my posture, feeling a surge of nerves.


      He stood up and began to pace slowly around me, creating an atmosphere in which I felt examined, almost scrutinized. “An envoy from the empire arrived the other day, bearing news concerning the incident with the duchess. Now, they’ve assured us that they have no designs towards escalating tensions with us, but”—he paused here, evidently for effect—“they were equally clear that such an incident cannot, and will not, be ignored. So they proposed a plan. As a gesture of our goodwill and in the spirit of reparation”—he halted his pacing directly in front of me before continuing—“we are to offer a suitable candidate for marriage to none other than their esteemed second prince.” This revelation was punctuated with a snap of his fingers. I could barely pay any notice to his theatrics as my mind raced to grasp the implications of his little speech.


      Prince Edward Ruby Martinez: the second prince of the Empire of Malcosias, as well as the commander and founder of an elite band of knights known as the Pyreborn. He was a master of both spell and sword, as befitting his status as their leader. Under his guidance, this fledgling knightly order had racked up countless military successes, earning them far-reaching renown. From this description, one might think Prince Edward ought to have been celebrated as a national hero, a symbol of Malcosian might, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.


      No, in fact, Prince Edward was feared by his own subjects—as a cruel slayer of women and children, as a ruthless conqueror who shed neither blood or tears in his pursuit of glory. His moniker was the “Bloodthirsty Prince”—a reflection of his insatiable hunger for battle, a dubious honor for a man who loved war...for a man who was loved by war. Truly, it was a contemptuous nickname in every sense of the word. And to earn such a title from not one’s enemies, but one’s own countrymen? The cynicism of the situation was not lost on me.


      “This has put us in a rather difficult position, as you can imagine,” continued His Majesty. “We are compelled to produce a suitable bride for Prince Edward, and quite quickly, I might add.”


      “Is the matter truly so difficult?” I interjected. “Must not we only produce the highest-ranking unmarried noblewoman? What of the princess of the royal family?”


      If memory served, her name was Estelle Phillips. Though she rarely made public appearances due to her poor health, she was indeed His Majesty’s daughter. The solution seemed clear.


      His Majesty flashed a wry smile in response. “If you are referring to my daughter, then unfortunately she is already promised to the third prince from a neighboring country, a little piece of information we’ve refrained from publicizing due to her condition.”


      I see... That would definitely eliminate Princess Estelle from the running. If her betrothed had been a domestic match, then perhaps the wedding could still be called off, but breaking an agreement with a foreign nation would be far more problematic.


      In that case, the burden should fall to the next unmarried woman in terms of rank and status, but she...would never be allowed to go. Celestian nobility would be up in arms. After all, that woman was Flora Sanchez—the Saint-to-be. In fact, if it came down to it, I’d wager His Majesty would sooner forcibly cancel his own daughter’s engagement than let someone of Flora’s ability go, but then...


      A chilling realization washed over me.


      “Surely you can’t possibly mean to offer me as a bride to Prince Edward?”


      His Majesty’s face lit up with a knowing smile. “Precisely, Carolina! With Estelle and Flora unavailable, you emerge as the most suitable candidate.”


      In my mind, I’d dismissed the possibility, never imagining myself as even being in the running. So this unexpected turn of events felt like a blow to the head. And, once that initial shock wore off, a bitter understanding settled in: in the end, I was to be nothing more than a stand-in for Flora.


      I’d thought I’d always known my place in the grand scheme of things, yet my heart grew heavy nonetheless. While anyone could fill my shoes, no one could truly replace Flora. She would never be chosen to go abroad, not while I was still here, uselessly existing. Clearly, this had nothing to do with me as a person and everything to do with my status—next in line after Princess Estelle and Flora. It was always going to be me, even if I was the Sanchez family disgrace.


      I clenched my jaw, struggling to choke back tears as His Majesty continued on, indifferent to my plight. “Now that you know the who, what, and why, let’s return to my original question: Carolina, do you have a lover right now?” He waggled a finger in my direction and smiled. The intensity of his gaze weighed on me, and I was convinced that the pressure I felt wasn’t merely a product of my own imagination.


      This was it. If I answered honestly, there was no doubt that I’d be forced into marriage with Prince Edward, and if I lied—well, I could hardly lie to my own king. Besides, would admitting to a romantic attachment even change anything? Unless the betrothal was to a foreign power, would His Majesty even respect such a bond, or would he merely sweep it aside for political expediency? Was he truly giving me a choice, or just the illusion of one? Fighting back the blur of moisture clouding my vision, I returned his amethyst gaze. “No, Your Majesty, I do not.” The words came out easier than I’d expected, and my voice was calm—far too calm for the turmoil that gripped me from within.


      His Majesty exhaled audibly. “Well, that’s a relief. Believe me, the last thing I’d wanted was to break apart a budding love. And you’re certain? Not even a fleeting fancy?”


      “No, not particularly,” I replied, a touch of resignation in my voice. “Romance has never held much appeal to me, if I may admit it. If a union serves House Sanchez, I shall willingly step forward.”


      He let out a hearty chuckle. “A pragmatic one, aren’t you? At your age, I’d expect a little more head in the clouds, a little more dashing prince riding in on a white horse.”


      “I’ve never been one for idle daydreams, Your Majesty,” I replied, only a little bitterly.


      Indeed, I’d always been grounded in reality, deeply conscious of my station and the role I was required to play. My worth to my house lay in a beneficial marriage. It was the only chance a disgrace like me had to repay my family for the patience they’d shown me all these years. Strip away the prospect of a strategic union, and what value did I truly offer?


      “In that case, Carolina”—His Majesty’s tone shifted, becoming gravely earnest—“I have but one final question for you—nay, a plea. For the sake of our kingdom, I implore you to wed the second prince of Malcosias.” The playful monarch from moments ago was gone. Before me now stood a ruler, burdened with the destiny of an entire nation.


      Meeting his intense amethyst gaze, I responded flatly, “Yes, Your Majesty.”


      Little did I know at the time the extent to which that decision would change my life.


      ◇◆◇◆


      “Well, Carolina, Raymond, this is where we part ways. An envoy from the empire will arrive in three days’ time, so do make sure any loose ends are tied up before then. And remember, not a word about this to anyone else, do you hear me?” His Majesty listed this litany of instructions to my father and myself as we all headed out towards the rear entrance of the manor.
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