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# Chapter 1

When I endlessly traveled back through the past and reached a dead end, my first imprinted memory was the sharp scream of a glass.

"Why is this brat staring at me like that? Just yesterday you were crawling around hiding."

He was a wastrel with darkness under his eyes that extended down to his cheekbones. Yet his messy, lice-infested blonde hair looked like it would shine beautifully if only washed a little. He was a man of contradictory appearance.

"I've gotten so used to your drunken fits that I'm quiet now. Please stop this, I'm begging you!"

"A woman who spreads her legs for anyone is trying to play mother now? There's a limit to this nonsense."

The man sneered. The woman clutched her tattered clothes and shouted.

"Anyone else can say that to me, but not you of all people...!!!"

"Why not? You wanted it, so I gave you sex and even made a child, but you're so greedy..."

"Ha...!"

Speechless with disbelief, the woman was beautiful. She wore cheap makeup products, and was slim without unnecessary fat. At least she had preserved her youthful beauty better than the man.

The woman looked at me with a complex expression. Her eyes seemed ready to burst into tears, mixed with excitement—a puzzling face. Knowing nothing, I innocently tilted my head.

"Let's go out."

The woman's firm command. I had no right of refusal, and wasn't even aware I could exercise such a right.

Creeeeak.

The front door made a noise as if squeezing all the world's distortions, and a putrid smell greeted me. It was the slums in every sense. Though not far from luxurious residences, we were sewer rats while humans lived beyond the boundary.

The woman carried me as she gradually moved toward the human district boundary. Though I wasn't too young to walk, she seemed to cherish me. Meanwhile, she looked at me with eyes burning with obsession.

"My goodness, how can you be so beautiful? I hate to admit it, but you've strongly inherited your father's blood. Of course, my blood plays a part too. Especially these blue eyes, rippling like the sea. Marquis Aquileum used to subtly seduce me, saying my eyes reminded him of aquamarine. Of course, I told your father everything."

The woman stroked my head as if intoxicated by past memories and continued.

"And this blonde hair. Though your father is in terrible shape now, he was once the most handsome man in the Empire. On clear days, when walking by the fountain, rainbow colors would reflect off his blonde hair touched by water spray. Many women desired him. Because of that, much blood stained my hands."

Once started, her stories of the past continued endlessly. It was a passionate reminiscence, constantly reaching toward a brilliant era that could never return. But I saw her as a pitiful woman stretching her hand toward the moon reflected in a lake—knowing she could never reach it, yet bewitched by blind beauty.

And finally, like disturbing the moon's reflection in water, she emphasized one truth to me.


"Never forget. You are a child who carries the blood of the legitimate Emperor of the Bellonin Empire. You're not meant to rot in this cursed sewer. Neither am I, your mother. So remember this. Wherever you are, your bloodline represents the Empire's most noble sun."

As if to prove her words true, the sun shone intensely in the blue sky. Though we had only approached the boundary of the bustling area, I felt as if the world's saturation had changed. At that moment, a bang! The sound of fireworks shook the surroundings.

"The Emperor and Empress are passing through!"

Several guards shouted at the top of their lungs. Behind them, a grand parade followed in succession.

The most noticeable part was in the middle of the procession—the parade's main figures. In a large, open jeweled carriage, a couple and a young girl waved with bright faces.

The woman gritted her teeth. She glared at them with obvious contempt, as if wanting to kill them. Of course, amid countless onlookers, a wretched woman's glare meant nothing.

"I should have killed her for sure at that last tea time...! It's all because of that wench. Damn it, how did she know? No, it's always been like that. That poor baron's daughter has interfered with me at every turn as if she's lived another life."

The woman's paranoid monologue was endless. After slandering the elegantly adorned woman, it was time to curse the dignified-looking man.

"And what about that man? Every time, every single time, he saved her like fate at critical moments...! Unlike him, he was unrealistically perfect. Who would think he was a beast from the North? No, from the beginning, your father had nothing better than that guy except looks and bedroom skills!"

Her bloodshot eyes turned to me again. Her blue eyes, mixed with obstinacy and obsession, were pretty. But I didn't know how to comfort her. Having never seen people comfort each other since birth, the child of a vagrant emperor and a prostitute knew nothing but their glittering past.

"Whew, since we're out, we might as well buy some food. I may not have money to support that good-for-nothing, but I have enough to feed you."

The coin purse jingled. The inside of the very thin purse seemed quite empty. That made the jingling sound seem to boast its resonance more clearly.

The woman, putting on a lovely pretense, came out to the street amid people's unpleasant stares. People cursed her as if overlaying her beauty with some past history. Naturally, not a single person was kind. It seemed all the world's curses existed to be heaped upon us.

The moment when the woman's turbulent past was completely trampled came in an instant.

A man who refused to make way pushed us with his large shoulders contemptuously. Losing her balance, the woman fell onto the road where the parade was in full swing. Then, a ruthless cracking sound brushed my ears.

In that moment, I was safe only because she threw me with all her might. I sat there stunned for a long time after barely grasping what had happened. Though it was a tremendously dynamic experience in my world, most people didn't seem to think so.

A guard dragged her blood-stained body away somewhere. That's how my separation from the woman who gave birth to me occurred. Despite countless eyes witnessing it under the sky, it was merely an insignificant incident that quickly lost interest.

"That wicked woman finally dies."

"For someone who once manipulated the Empire, she's quite foolish."

"Her face was pretty decent, so I was planning to visit her soon... Sigh! What a shame."

"Well, when else would I get to sleep with the Emperor's woman?"


"I really wanted to see her lying under those she once treated like flies, taking money for it..."

Vulgar gossip circulated. But even all the statements defaming the woman heated up and cooled down quickly like the organs below their pelvises. Such was the death of a woman who once manipulated the world at will.

I took the coin purse—the only thing she left behind—and returned the way we came. Going back to the slums, I felt nothing. Perhaps I was too young to accept my mother's death, or maybe I truly felt no emotion. If it was the latter, I was clearly born broken like their child.

With each step, I received mysterious glances from women both old and young as I sought my shelter. They seemed to want to say something but restrained themselves. At that time, I thought it was because I had inherited both parents' looks, as my mother said.

The numb truth came to me with a sneering face. The first thing I witnessed upon returning home was thugs emanating a menacing aura. Beyond them, a blonde man with blood flowing from his head was trembling, dying.

The darkness extending to his cheekbones looked particularly intense. The last word he managed to utter with labored breath was "fuck." This was my father's final greeting.

"They say there's no debt that can't be collected."

They giggled. The intruders who had driven the former emperor to such a miserable state were debt collectors.

"If raised well, she'll be worth more than our investment with men."

"Lucky you inherited good things from both your father and mother, right?"

"But won't this cause trouble? He was an emperor after all."

"Idiot! Can't you see the state of this house? They set it up so he'd die of shame."

"Those high-ups are always more cruel. Maybe they use what they've learned effectively."

"Enough, let's take the child first."

Their predatory hands gradually approached me. Like the hands of the dead craving life force, they flaunted their concentrated desires. As the thug's hands reached for my shoulder and hand, what came to mind was my mother's frantic instruction.

[Never forget. You are a child who carries the blood of the legitimate Emperor of the Bellonin Empire.]

The blood of the legitimate Emperor. As I pondered its meaning, the world turned monochrome. The creaking desk with protruding thorns and every single cobweb claiming its territory on the ceiling came into clear view.

Then, black mist shimmered like a mirage. Along with it, the certainty that I could control it at will seized my consciousness. Faced with this clear anomaly, the men stepped back, but unfortunately, the house was too small for them to escape.

Terrible screams echoed.

At the age of five.

That was when I first took human lives.

Next ChapterAfter my parents died on the same day, I clearly sensed several presences nearby.

They stared at me with gazes so sharp and piercing it felt like they had needles instead of retinas. It took several seasons before I could finally identify who they were.

I had always assumed the Empress had sentenced my parents to continue a life of humiliation. But that was only half the truth. In reality, they had never once left us unattended.

Despite our fallen status, my father was the only legitimate descendant of the imperial family, and my mother had given birth to me, who carried his bloodline. If any ambitious noble family had found us and plotted something, it would have become a massive threat to the empire.

So they assigned subordinates to maintain strict surveillance. They censored countless possibilities to ensure we remained completely subdued, unable to harbor any disrespectful thoughts.

Yet even now with my mind free, two questions remain puzzling:

Despite the punishment of humiliation, why did they keep us alive at the cost of manpower and risk?
And if they wanted us alive, why did they allow us to be murdered?

I didn't find answers to these questions until I had rendered all the surveillance personnel incapacitated.

It was a mistake. I should have at least pretended to avenge my parents. But even as they fled, I just sat quietly in that shabby house, feeling empty.

My mind was filled with corpses from that day—the debt collector's body, my father's body, and my mother's body, crushed under carriage wheels, location unknown.

Becoming a blank slate with neither loss nor guilt, all I could think about were foolish questions: "What do I do now?"

How do I earn money?
How do I prepare food?
What should I do from today?

Such peaceful concerns. Perhaps because I was an ignorant fool. I don't know what gave me the nerve to assume tomorrow would be just like today.

From far beyond where I sat motionless, voices louder than the royal guards' thundered:

"Where is the deposed emperor's child!"
"Gold for whoever finds them!"
"By imperial decree, a title will be granted to whoever captures them alive!"

The slum stirred at this thunderous command. Through the cracked window, a man who had been staring at me intently began to show strange desire in his eyes. Ignoring the filth around him, he strode in and reached toward me.

"Child, won't you come with me? It'll only take a moment..."

Though his gesture seemed kind, his hand aimed for my shoulder rather than my hand. Even a child could sense his impure intentions. I choked him with black mist, then fled my shelter and ran aimlessly.

"Found them! The deposed emperor's child!"
"To think they were hiding inside the house all along...!"
"Our mistake for not checking. After them, quickly!"

Some complained angrily about a child remaining at the scene of ordinary people's murders.

How could I have known? I had no idea.

I was born to parents who were cursed by others. Though they were pointed at with scorn, that man and woman were my family who raised me, my rickety fence against the world. So I didn't know what was good or evil. No one taught me how a child who receives the world's scorn should walk upon this earth.

Even as I ran through narrow, dirty streets, I couldn't understand why I needed to flee. It seemed that on a day like this, people would only be happy if a despised family died completely.

Tap, tap-tap, tap!

A man in a black uniform closed the distance with nimble movements. He drew his scabbard instead of his sword and leaped. For the first time, I felt my life was truly in danger from his chilling presence.

Whoosh!

"Ugh... what is this...!"

I sprayed black mist to block his vision. Completely blinded, he lost his balance and staggered.

Clang!

The scabbard struck something nearby with a clear resonant sound. Having escaped the momentary danger, I ran endlessly. Strangely, I wasn't out of breath. Until today, I had never run for so long, so I only now discovered my own level of stamina.

"I won't let you escape, child of the deposed emperor!"

The man had a body as strong as if covered in plate armor. He quickly regained his balance and vision, keeping me in his sights.

"I understand now. I thought the Empress was being oversensitive to offer a title just for capturing a child, but my judgment was foolish."

His pace accelerated steadily. The cold wind struck my face like arrows as he moved faster. Then, his scabbard flashed brightly once more.

"Physical abilities far beyond your peers and mysterious powers. It's clear that letting you escape would create a major problem. Therefore..."

A merciless sound of air being cut rushed toward me.

"Today, I must carry out His Majesty's judgment."

Swish, crash!


His strike was too fierce for me to evade the flashing threat.

I felt my body float. Until the air burst from my lungs, I couldn't comprehend what had happened to me.

Only when thick dust covered me did I realize I had been slammed into a wall.

"Cough, cough!"

As I touched where I'd been hit, footsteps approached through the dust cloud.

Thud, thud, slow and regular. The desperate concentration from earlier was gone.

His gait suggested complete confidence in his victory in this chase.

"Now, quietly accept the judgment of the new imperial family..."

Though his tone was like an adult soothing a tantrum-throwing child, his words were merciless. It was the arrogant voice of someone certain of their superiority.

Perfect carelessness. Seizing the moment to exploit his weakness took only an instant.

Swish.

Manipulating the black mist, I shaped it into a blade proportional to a child's body. The mist, previously insubstantial as clouds, took on physical force and sharpened.

The thick dust still obscured vision. To seize this opportunity, I needed to concentrate.

Thud.

When he finally stopped before me, it was time for my counterattack. I slashed across the man's face diagonally with my black dagger.

Slash, hiss!

"Ugh, ah... AAAAAHHHHH!!!"

His scream came late, matching his delayed realization. I darted away while he dropped to one knee.

I heard pursuit from behind, but it didn't last long. I found it strange at the time, but his subordinates probably held him back to treat his wound.

"Haa... haa..."

So I ran and ran, escaping the district.

The vast sky and wide earth seemed to point at me, calling me an outcast.

Without knowing where to go or what to do, I had become free.

◇

A new connection came on the third anniversary of my parents' death.

"Crazy... crazy... to suffer such humiliation from a brat like this...!"

These were the ramblings of a man who had tried to kidnap me.

He hadn't recognized me as the deposed emperor's child. He had simply approached a noticeable-looking child walking alone, intending to profit somehow.

"Are you going to kill me...?"

"I don't know."

"What kind of kid are you...?"

Of course I should kill him—even the captured man would have reached that conclusion. But strangely, I felt remarkably numb to hatred toward threats against me.

"..."

Perhaps I'd grown insensitive from receiving only hatred since childhood. If anyone had shown me affection, it would have been my mother, though half of that was twisted by her own obsessions.

Then, the man who had been desperately watching my expression spoke.

"Hey, kid."

"Hmm."

"Let's make a deal, you and me."

Deal. At that profound expression, I closed my mouth. The man, interpreting my silence as agreement, began babbling.

"You don't seem to realize, but you're not the kind of kid who should be living shabbily like this. You could be raking in money by the handful."

Money!

I still keep the coin purse my mother left behind. The coins inside haven't diminished at all. It was something she treasured.


She must have loved it because it was essential for survival. Perhaps if I had a lot of money, I could understand my mother's feelings.

"Ha, haha. Curious about the rest of the story?"

My interest must have shown on my face. He continued excitedly.

"I can teach you. I'll help you live lavishly without envying anyone. So please... spare me. I'm Rodrick. I'm somewhat famous in our circles..."

His pitiful gaze focused on me uncomfortably. Intrigued, I nodded. The man squeezed out tears of joy as if he'd grabbed a lifeline.

"Damn... I really thought I was going to die..."

"What do I do now?"

I trampled on his sentimentality without hesitation.
Without further explanation, he pulled a hood over my head.

"First, let's get you a mask. Your face is too striking to show openly."

He gave me the same assessment as my mother. I accepted his teaching and from that day on, I covered my face.

...

......

From that day forward, Rodrick took me to all sorts of underground groups. I learned then that a separate world existed, seemingly filled with filth. In that sense, Rodrick fulfilled his role as a teacher well.

We destroyed criminal cartels, gathered fugitives, and hired people with special talents.

As one incident buried another, remarkable changes occurred in my daily life.

As seasons changed, I acquired shelter to block the cold wind, and human warmth stayed by my side. A life where I didn't have to worry about today's meal came like early-blooming cherry blossoms.

By this time, I was already ruling over a bizarre group disguised as mercenaries.

Bringing people out of darkness into the light was difficult work, but I eventually succeeded.

Surely, that's how it was...

"...Rodrick."

"Wait, don't say anything. I'm beyond bewildered—I'm completely dumbfounded."

"No, Rodrick."

"Please, I'm begging you. If you confirm the kill now, I feel like there'll be no going back."

"..."

"Those crazy bastards, do they still think they're human traffickers? Even excessive loyalty doesn't explain this. They're going to get us all killed."

"Rodrick. This is also..."

"Just wait and don't do anything. I'll go wring those kids' necks first."

"...Go ahead."

I quietly let the fuming Rodrick go. Or rather, I had no intention of stopping him. Because experiencing the world turning completely white was truly rare.

"Ugh, who are you...? Where am I...?"

A woman's sobbing moistened my ears. Only then did I raise my head to look directly at her.

'Just like before.'

A woman with her vision sealed by a tightly wrapped blindfold. If only it had ended there.

"Um... excuse me...?"

Even her low-quality clothes couldn't hide her elegance. And black like powdered obsidian colored her hair. Though her eyes were covered by the blindfold, I could easily guess their color.

'Why...'

Facing this awkward feeling after so long, a sigh escaped me.

'Why is the imperial palace's precious treasure in a place like this...'

The girl who had paraded through the district on my parents' death anniversary.

She who had waved her hand with the happiest face in the world had now arrived here on a strange wind.

Next ChapterWhen was the last time I felt this perplexed? It's been so long that my memory is hazy.

'...I need to stay calm.'

The organization that Rodrick and I established wore the disguise of a mercenary group on the surface, but most members were a collection of individuals who had crawled through the empire's underbelly. Therefore, I was accustomed to occasional incidents caused by members who couldn't shake off their old habits. However, kidnapping the empire's one and only princess was an entirely different matter.

'I can roughly guess what happened.'

She must have gone out in secret, wearing shabby clothes and even a wig. Recklessly evading her guards, she would have wandered outside. Yet her beautiful features couldn't be hidden, making her a victim of kidnapping.

The kidnappers were obviously low-ranking members of the mercenary group. They probably thought they could gain favor by helping with a woman.

While I was carefully observing the princess, Rodrick returned, lowering his voice.

"Haah... damn it. From now on, I should stop recruiting those whose eyes show they've committed crimes."

"So I was right."

"Whatever you guessed, it's probably correct."

The evidence of having disposed of all the main culprits of this major incident was drying on Rodrick's hand. When I stared at the red, bloody result, Rodrick washed it off in a basin.

"Follow my lead, Rodrick."

"Huh? Hey, what are you trying to..."

I moved my steps right in front of the princess. As my footsteps grew clearer, her body gradually curled up. When her tension reached its peak, I knelt on one knee and removed the blindfold that must have been uncomfortable.

"Huh...?"

She let out a groan at the unexpected kindness. At the same time, Rodrick made a shocked expression but quickly shut his eyes tight. Encouraged by this, I greeted her as gently as possible with a calm demeanor.

"Pleased to meet you, miss. We've taken care of the kidnappers, so you can rest easy."

"What...?"

I was pretending to be a kind person who had no idea about her identity. But she responded with discomfort. Only after a moment of silence did I realize why.

"Ha, haha! This guy's face is a bit ugly...! It's his complex, so he wears a mask, but I understand if you're scared, yes."

"I-I see... I'm sorry for making you conscious about something you're sensitive about..."

Judging by her response, she didn't seem eager to reveal that she was the princess either.

It was her own form of wisdom.

With a single word, she has the power to determine national affairs. She's of a status that should avoid carelessly accepting favors.

"If I may ask, how long have you been kidnapped, prin... miss?" Rodrick asked.

"Probably about nine days."

"Ah..."

Rodrick gave me a look. I understood its meaning and nodded slightly.

'They haven't announced her disappearance.'

An incident that could shake the empire wouldn't escape the ears of the mercenary group. If it had been just a day or two, perhaps, but nine days meant they were trying to search while keeping it thoroughly concealed. At this point, I couldn't help but admire the kidnappers' competence for breaking through the imperial search network.

"Talented, but too talented, those crazy bastards..."

Rodrick muttered the same sentiment through gritted teeth. If there was any fortunate aspect, it would be the imperial side's response. Either way, it was clearly good news for us.

On the surface, nothing had happened in public. There was still an opportunity to restore everything to its natural order.

I spoke to her as she began to relax.

"Miss."

"Yes?"

"If it's alright with you, I'd like to escort you home... would you allow me?"

Her voice trembled faintly at my proposal. A refreshing joy, as if being saved from the edge of the world, soared to the sky.

"I'd be grateful...! Really... thank you..."

"Hey, wait...!"

"But there's one problem."

"Hey...!"

"A problem?"

"...!"

"It might be uncomfortable, but... I need to go with you alone."

"That's... huh?"


Audaciously, the princess's words were cut off. It was because Rodrick grabbed the back of my neck and pulled me up.

"Oh my goodnesssss!!! I sincerely apologize for interrupting your precious words, but an urgent matter has arisen that requires immediate decision, so please excuse us for a moment!!!"

He fired words like a machine gun and dragged me into a corner. That was fine, but his panting breath was so close it was honestly unpleasant.

"What urgent matter requires a decision?"

"As if there is such a thing! Why is it that a smart guy like you lacks common sense when it matters least..."

I trembled at Rodrick's shocking lie. Ignoring my shock, he continued.

"You're not thinking something inappropriate, are you?"

"Inappropriate?"

"Saying you'll personally escort the princess. Do you even know where the princess lives... ah, of course you would. Anyway, what's your intention? If you get caught..."

"If I do?"

"..."

After struggling to choose his words for quite some time, Rodrick answered.

"I'll become unemployed."

"You could take off your mask too."

"Damn it!"

Rodrick let out a curse and clutched his forehead. All sorts of thoughts seemed to be swirling in his head. After a long time of deliberation, he quietly revealed our secret.

"I won't beat around the bush. I'm terribly afraid that you, the child of the deposed emperor, might do something terrible to the current princess. Why do you insist on doing this personally when you could send a subordinate?"

"I see."

"I see? That's all you have to say?"

It was a reasonable suspicion, so I didn't feel offended. But understanding didn't mean agreement.

Sometimes Rodrick asks if I resent those who took my place. My answer has always been a straightforward denial. I've never had a place to be taken from me, and I can count on one hand the times I've owned something truly mine.

Moreover, though I didn't know it before, I now know that my parents committed terrible deeds. I had no incentive to waste time on revenge and struggle.

"I'm not joking, I'd like to hear a plausible reason."

"I want to know."

"Know what?"

"The sparkling world I see every day. I'm curious about what kind of person my peer, who grew up in the paradise my mother was obsessed with, is like."

What kind of person my father was trying to become when he oppressed so many people.
Why my mother enjoyed hurting others.
If I accompanied the girl who felt safe there alone, I thought I might find clues to my long-standing questions.

He seemed surprised by my answer and sighed with wide eyes.

"Damn, is that so? I feel like I'm the only one being overly sensitive."

That's right.

I secretly swallowed my honest critique.

"Haah... so, are you really okay with this?"

"Yes."

"In a way... no, definitely, that child is the daughter born of your parents' enemies. Can you truly enjoy watching her laugh happily? Can you endure it right to your face?"

"I thought you were worried I might kill her?"

"I am worried."

"But now it sounds like you're encouraging me."

"Damn..."

Rodrick groaned pessimistically while rubbing his face.
A clear indirect admission.
His contradictory attitude raised suspicions.

"...It's okay."

"What is?"

"Even if you do something. I'll try to cover it up somehow."

"You've changed your tune."


"Damn it, no matter what, I'm not heartless enough to stop you from drawing your sword against the daughter of your parents' enemies! If we get caught, we'll just take the money we've saved and flee abroad."

"That's quite the humanism for a former criminal."

"Most of our people are like that."

That's true. We were that kind of group. An organization like a black well where people who were pointed at by others gathered. That's why I, at least, shouldn't increase the fingers pointing at us.

"I understand Rodrick's concern. It's all wrong, but I understand."

"Well, I'm glad if you're sincere."

He exhaled deeply with his hands on his hips. Despite pretending otherwise, he must have been quite worried. He had become strangely timid with age.

"Ah, separately about the enemy of parents."

"Huh?"

I spoke casually toward him as he blankly lost focus.

"If you were murdered, I think I might have something like that too."

"What, wait... huh? Um...?"

Leaving behind his choked voice, I returned to the princess. She had already adapted to the unfamiliar space and was in the middle of carefully examining the interior.

"Ah, have you finished your business?"

"I believe so."

Rodrick remained shut in the room where we had been conversing until just now. Fortunately, I could have a private conversation with the princess.

"Are you accustomed to traveling, miss?"

"I'm embarrassed to say... no."

"Can you ride a horse?"

"Ah, yes! If it's basic horseback riding. Actually, I never really liked riding horses."

"What a coincidence. To be honest, neither do I."

To mention preferences about horseback riding while disguised as a commoner.
Her pretense was already showing flaws, but I didn't bother to point it out.

"By the way... that term 'miss,' could you not use it? It's a bit burdensome..."

"What should I call you instead?"

"Hmm! Please call me Serin."

"Understood, Serin."

"Thank you."

She answered brightly.

It must have been too early to shake off her anxiety, yet Serin smiled harmlessly as if she had completely let her guard down.
I believe she must be innocent to worldly matters because she was a child of the sparkling world that her birth parents had longed for. Just like I was in my childhood.

"If Serin isn't too tired, I see no reason to delay our departure, what do you think?"

"I'm fine. I maintain my physical condition consistently. But it seems there's one last preparation left."

"I'm listening."

As I nodded, Serin approached lightly and offered a handshake.

"I haven't heard your name yet."

"Rian. That's my name."

It was an alias, of course. I had attached a name I knew casually.

"It's a pretty name."

"Thank you."

And so she complimented someone from the mercenary group whom she had never met before.

We clasped hands as if to mark that we had exchanged one lie each. Though it began with falsehoods from start to finish, a strange sense of anticipation raised its head for this journey. That short journey began in such a way.

What kind of child is this child of paradise whom I had only vaguely imagined?
How did she grow up in that place where my parents tried to stay despite the world's contempt?
Hoping to realize something from this journey, I stepped out into the blazing sunlight.

...... It hadn't even been a day since I harbored such hopes.

"Wow, the more I look at you, the more you're like a male lead, aren't you?"

Occasionally, she mutters incomprehensible expressions when talking to herself.

Next ChapterThe mercenary guild's headquarters, where Serin had been taken captive, was in a small city adjacent to the border. This made it easy to gather supplies needed for travel. The only problem might have been Rodrick's ugly face when we were about to depart after preparations.

"Haa, my innocent child. I hope you won't end up being devoured by that cunning lady instead."

It was a foolish concern since she wasn't some vicious monster. Therefore, I simply ignored his mysterious attitude and set off on my journey. With Serin riding her horse beside me.

By the time we left the small city and entered the quiet forest path, only the sounds of birds chirping and hooves treading on the dirt path made their presence known.

A free landscape I was enjoying after a long time. The summer tree shadows swaying in the wind offered a pleasant coolness that made me close my eyes quietly.

While I was enjoying horseback riding without much thought, Serin's eyes occasionally turned toward me. It was puzzling to see her hesitating, moving her lips three or four times as if contemplating something.

My parents, who grew up in the imperial palace, always spoke their minds even in their fallen days, but I seemed to have already discovered a difference between them and Serin.

'Ah, is that it?'

When I first met Rodrick, he taught me that for most people, silence means awkwardness. He said that keeping quiet all the time like me wasn't normal.

The way to resolve this was simpler than I thought.

"The weather is nice today."

He once said that with my face, just repeating this phrase would keep a conversation going.

"Ah... yes. It's refreshing."

But Serin stopped there and firmly closed her mouth. When she asked for my name earlier, I thought we would converse well, but what had changed her so suddenly?

"Hmm... could it be true? Hmm, hmmm."

Fragments of Serin's soliloquy drifted to my ears on the breeze.

The conversation method Rodrick taught me didn't work, and she didn't seem to have the initiative to approach me either, so our daytime journey concluded in silence.

◇

The unexpected change occurred in the evening as the campfire crackled, consuming the firewood.

Since we were still some distance from the next village, we were forced to camp outdoors. As I silently dumped ingredients into the pot, she awkwardly approached me.

"Excuse me, Rian."

"Yes, please speak, Serin."

"I have something I'm really curious about and would like to ask... would it be a bother?"

"I don't mind anything."

With my permission, Serin spoke with relief.

"What exactly do you do, Rian?"

"I am..."

I tried to answer but found myself at a loss for words. Come to think of it, I truly wondered what kind of person I was.

When I was young, Rodrick made most decisions for me, and now my subordinates handled the majority of tasks. It had been quite rare for me to take direct action recently.

A sense of self-loathing washed over me.

"...I might actually be a terribly useless person."

"W-why so suddenly?!"

"I just realized. I haven't changed at all since I was young."

The full moon in the high evening sky seemed to aid my self-reflection. Moreover, the forest path, tinged with the crimson of the campfire against the darkening navy sky, stirred strange emotions.

"That's not true! You're making dinner for us right now... and most importantly, you saved me. I'm truly grateful for that."

Serin's final expression of gratitude stabbed me once more. I wondered what expression she would make if she knew I was actually the source of her troubles.

"...I should be the one apologizing. For putting you through such hardship."

"You saved me, and that's what matters. Do you think I'm that shameless?"

I was the most shameless one, but I decided to bury that in my heart for now.

"If you really feel indebted... just allow me a few more questions."

"By all means, go ahead."

"Well, I know this is a really strange question. Promise you won't laugh or make fun of me?"

"I promise."

Despite my agreement, Serin couldn't easily part her lips.

She finally spoke when sparks flew from the fire. The insects around us seemed to pause their chirping, as if curious about her question.


"Ahem! Perhaps, just perhaps. Do you have any feelings? Impressions? That went 'poof' when you saw me?"

"Feelings and impressions?"

"Yes..."

'Is this an ideological screening?'

Impressions about the princess directly relate to impressions of the imperial family. Rodrick once told me that those in power scrutinize even the smallest remarks. If so, the correct answer I should give is obvious.

"Serin is beautiful."

"What?"

"Your neatly combed black hair, your eyes like the dawn sky with faint remaining stars."

"No, I, wait..."

"From your distinct features to your skin as clear and transparent as a clean stream. You are flawless."

"Ugh."

I wondered about her feelings as she slightly squinted her eyes. Her skin was tinged crimson by the blazing campfire, making it difficult to guess her complexion.

"What I meant was different from that... but anyway. Are you really that..."

Serin paused briefly before asking accusingly.

"You do have a complex about your appearance, right? How can someone be so much like a swallow...! I mean, people who lack confidence usually can't do this...?!"

"You were the one who asked for my impression."

"That's true... but."

Serin bowed her head at the correct rebuttal. She mumbled slightly with her lips parallel to the ground.

"Strange... he feels like the male lead for sure, but I can't just ask that outright."

"What is a 'male lead,' Serin?"

"Eek!"

Serin jumped up as soon as I spoke.

"Did I just say that out loud?"

"Yes, you did."

"Ahaha... well, you see, alcohol! Namju is the name of an alcohol!"

"You must like drinking."

"I love it! It would be perfect to drink green bottle soju here while watching the stars..."

Though the meaning of her words was unclear, it was evident that Serin was a drinking enthusiast. She must be missing some secret fine wine that only exists in the imperial palace.

"And it smells so delicious too."

"The stew is just ready. Let me serve you a plate."

I handed her a brass bowl filled with stew. Serin accepted it eagerly with an expectant face. Her eyes lit up after taking the first spoonful.

"Wow, it's delicious!"

"It's a simple but decent dish."

In reality, meat stew tastes pretty much the same everywhere. Nevertheless, the ambiance and taste created by the atmosphere couldn't be ignored.

"After eating so many greasy dishes that I got tired of them, having something this light is so refreshing..."

Serin seemed unaware that an ordinary household's table couldn't possibly have enough greasy food to become tiresome. In this respect, she was quite innocent. A simple woman who hummed at a mere convenience dish.

"Don't you find it strange sometimes? Just grilling pork neck until it's golden brown makes it tastier than most dishes in the world."

"The same goes for fish. Just sprinkle some salt and grill it, and it becomes delicious."

"Have you ever tried eating raw fish meat, Rian?"

"I'm sorry, but that sounds a bit barbaric."

"What! That's such a prejudice! Sashimi is such a delicacy..."

Is eating raw food becoming fashionable in aristocratic society these days? If true, it would be a revolutionary change for the culinary industry. It was truly a puzzling culture.

"If I had known, I should have attended cooking classes."

'It seems academies specializing in cooking have been established in the empire.'


Each of her words was always novel to me. I was glad to have embarked on this journey with the princess. When else would I learn about the upper-class culture my parents once lived in?

After we finished our meal, I collected the used dishes and headed to a nearby stream to wash them. Surprisingly, Serin naturally followed me and shared the task.

'Is she trying to experience this as well?'

That misconception didn't last long.

I couldn't help but be impressed by her figure as she diligently scrubbed the cleaned utensils with a dishcloth.

"...Why, are you good at this?"

"Huh? At what?"

"No, nothing. It's nothing."

"Seriously... we've only spent one day together, but I can clearly see how peculiar you are, Rian."

'I'd like to hand you a mirror, Serin.'

My assessment had changed. Serin was an unusually strange person beyond my imagination.

By the time the moon had risen and we finished washing the dishes, she stretched and looked up at the night sky.

"Ahh, my whole body feels stiff after sitting on a horse all day and then bending over. Doesn't it bother you, Rian?"

"No. I'm fine."

"Sigh... usually at this time... um, Rian. Sorry, but what day of the week is it today?"

"Friday."

"It's leg day... and I've missed it for nine days now."

'What does she... destroy?'

She might have muttered it quietly to herself, but unfortunately, my hearing is exceptionally sharp.

Thus, I couldn't keep quiet about this terribly ugly reality. I felt as if I had witnessed a dark aspect of the imperial palace that had leaked from her lips.

'Could it be that Serin... the princess is being regularly abused?'

Consuming raw fish.
Having her lower body "destroyed" every Friday.
Skillful dishwashing.

All circumstances clearly indicated that the princess was being mistreated in the imperial palace.

At that point, I reconsidered whether it was right to take Serin back to the imperial palace. Perhaps her happiness might exist outside that splendid life.

'But I can't hide the princess Serin forever.'

I know well how miserable a loner can become. The overwhelming emptiness I felt when I lost my parents and fled from the empire bordered on despair.

If Rodrick hadn't tried to kidnap me, I would probably still be wandering aimlessly.

In this bleak reality, there was only one thing I could do.

"......Serin."

"Yes? Rian."

I handed her an ornament from my pocket, trying to speak as casually as possible.

"Please... accept this. Sob..."

"Rian? What's wrong? You suddenly seem sad..."

"No, not at all. Nothing like that."

I stammered like a fool. At that moment, I was truly grateful that the mask covered my face.

"What is this? It looks like some kind of identification token..."

"It's a token that allows you to receive my unconditional help once, whenever you wish."

"Why give me something so valuable? Besides, needing your help..."

"It's fine. Please keep it. I insist."

"Ah... well, alright then. Thank you, I'll treasure it."

"You absolutely must."

"Okay..."

Serin looked dubious. But her discomfort surely stemmed from her kind nature that failed to recognize the abuse.

I etched a solemn pledge in one corner of my heart: to give Serin a sense of liberation during this journey, at the very least.

Next Chapter"Misfortune arrived with the ear-piercing screech of a pterodactyl.

"KYAAAAA! I got accepted into the Taekwondo Department at Korea Sports University!"

In the biting winter winds of December, I can't describe how happy I was to receive my acceptance letter from my dream university. And not just any university, but one boasting the best input and output in the country.

"Swoosh. Swish-swoosh. Swoosh. Who am I?"

I step lightly on my feet. While sparring with an imaginary opponent, I suddenly unleash a side kick that's almost perfectly straight in front of my laptop. Then comes my self-answer.

"Han Serin, Class of '23, Taekwondo Department, Korea Sports University."

"Shut up, you brat! For a repeat student, you're acting like you just graduated high school!"

SMACK!

Unable to stand it anymore, my mom delivers a lightning-fast smash from behind! As expected from a former volleyball player. No matter how hard I train in taekwondo, I can't see a way to beat mom's hand skills.

Maybe volleyball is the ultimate martial art?

"Ah sheesh..."

"Sheesh? Did you just 'sheesh' your mother? The only grade you'll be getting in college is an F, you little thing!"

SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!

"Ow, it hurts! Why are you doing this just because I misspoke?!"

"The way you talk at home is how you'll talk to your seniors in the sports department. Want to be ostracized during orientation?"

"Hmph, I don't care at all!"

"My goodness, where is this confidence coming from?"

"Because I'm pretty!!!"

With that shriek, I dash out the front door. When I turn my head, I see my mom shaking her head behind me, quietly muttering,

"Crazy girl..."

with a deep sigh of regret.

◇

Making drinking plans with friends happened quickly. Among my high school friends, I was the only repeat student, while the rest were already enjoying campus life.

I opened my messaging app and cheerfully typed:

[Hey guys, you can praise me at tonight's drinking session]

But the responses were unexpected.

"Huh?"

[Did you know? Choi XX is enlisting in the military next week]
[So today we're drinking to send him off?]
[Let's have a farewell party]
[The 4-4 rule is trending in our club these days, everyone's dying]
[What's that?]
[No one can leave the club room from 4 PM to 4 AM lol]
[That's insane lol]

"What's going on? Am I being excluded?"

Is my college acceptance news so trivial that it's easily overshadowed by someone's military enlistment?

"Well, I guess military service deserves respect."

I can't drink from 4 to 4 because of my curfew, but it's a chance to soak my liver in alcohol after a long time. Today was definitely party time.

"Campus check~ Club check~ Campus couple check~"

As I was singing my freshly made tune, my phone rang. When I turned on the screen, little everyday joys were screaming for my attention.

It was a web novel notification.

The genre: Romance Fantasy. The title: "I Tamed the Child of the Deposed Emperor." What a blatantly obvious title.

"The Child of the Deposed Emperor" was a sequel to another work, but I found the happy ending of the previous work somewhat bitter.

The female lead who lost a political battle and was executed. For some reason, she regressed in time, seduced the Northern Grand Duke, and successfully turned her life around.

Thus, at the end, the Grand Duke became Emperor and the female lead from a viscount family became Empress. Unlike most romance fantasies, they didn't immediately execute the villains.
Instead, they stripped the deposed emperor and his government of everything and abandoned them in the slums—a humiliating punishment.

'It felt more sinister than execution, which made me a bit uncomfortable...'

Moreover, the final sentence of the epilogue was enough to earn my sympathy.

[Beautiful.]

That single word uttered by the child of the deposed emperor as he gazed from afar at the princess of the same age during the founding day ceremony. Just that one word moistened my heart with pain.

"The child born is innocent..."

It's unfair. In an ending that contrasts light and darkness so starkly, I felt sorry for the child of the deposed emperor who shouldered misfortune simply for being born.

For someone like me, the title "I Tamed the Child of the Deposed Emperor" provided a glimmer of hope.

"But why 'tame' a child who's already suffered so much?"

I didn't like it. Still, I followed each chapter out of curiosity about the fate of the deposed emperor's child who strangely concerned me. However, most comments suggested the author had taken things too far this time...

"No... After wrapping up the previous work with a happy ending... why..."

This is absurd.

"Why is the daughter of the previous protagonists the villain?!"

Shouldn't the honor of previous protagonists be respected? They were characters I loved so much!

"I can't just ignore this."


Others might have moved on, but the child of the deposed emperor was a kind of hostage to me. Because I wanted the character I sympathized with to reach a bright ending.

As chapters accumulated, the deposed emperor's child became my favorite character. My only wish was to see his happy days.

But it seems the author wouldn't grant even this. This time, the female protagonist was far from my taste.

"What's this? Why does the male lead cling to her despite such treatment? Does low self-esteem make people like this?"
"What's the point of the male lead being overpowered? He's just living as the female lead's doormat!"
"There's no side for the male lead! The female lead is fickle, and the princess is trying to kill him for fear of losing her position."
"If you're going to put so much effort into describing the male lead's face, just commission illustrations!"

The last one was purely my personal desire, but anyway, there were many things I didn't like.

"Fine, whatever, a male lead who's devoted only to the female lead is great. It's romantic, what's not to like? But did it have to be the child of the deposed emperor..."

I was furious at how the female lead and princess seemed to use the male lead's unfortunate childhood as a leash. Considering that most readers of romance fantasy support the female lead, this was a rare case.

"I started reading because I wanted to see the child happy, but why does he only seem to be suffering?"

The female lead was quite something. She could just stick with the male lead, who was described as having world-class looks. Why did she have to get entangled with side male characters and create strange dynamics?

As for the princess... well, since the male lead was already caught by the female lead, maybe her murderous intent was unavoidable. After all, she's a descendant of the legitimate imperial family.

"If he were given to me, I'd cherish him forever... sigh!"

Just as I let out a breath that seemed to sink the ground, the traffic light turned green. I put on my wireless earphones while ruminating on my regretful feelings. The latest model had excellent noise cancellation.

As I was walking, I felt as if something urgent was pulling at the back of my neck.

...!

... Move...!

Get... way!

... Get out of the way!

In an instant, a clear shout broke through the noise cancellation and reached me.

Only then did I turn my head to look around, but cruelly, it was far too late.

'A truck...?'

Literally, a truck loaded with cargo was charging straight at me.

It was too fast for me to react, and my legs had long lost control.

Screech! CRASH!

'Ah...'

Tinnitus tore through my eardrums. My body was floating, but strangely, I felt no pain. The world slowed down infinitely, and everything in sight became clear.

A woman screaming terribly. A man with stiff eyes trembling. And even the driver with cheeks flushed as if drunk.

I could sense it.

'I guess they'll hold their enlistment party at my funeral.'

With spicy beef soup as the side dish.

'Ah... damn, I should have... apologized to mom...'

That bothered me more than missing out on college. And also,

'Please make our male lead happy... damn you, author.'

This was the flow of my consciousness just before I ended my first life.

◇

I spent a long time in warm darkness, almost to the point where my sense of self faded.

So this is the suffocating world one must live in after death. The deeper my lingering attachment, the stronger my yearning for my previous life grew.

Did my wish reach God? After a long wait, light that I thought I'd never see again suddenly poured in.

"It's a girl. A healthy princess has been born!"

'What? A girl? Princess?'

"But the child isn't crying. What's going on?"

"It's difficult to say for certain... but at least there's nothing wrong with her health."

"That's a relief."

A man's words of relief. I slightly turned my head to look in his direction, and at that moment, I thought my heart, which had just started beating again, would stop.

'Huh? What? Is this... a dream?'

How on earth.
Why did the male and female leads from the previous work suddenly appear before my eyes?

'This can't be...!!!'

"Waaaaaah!"

"Ah! The princess is finally crying."

"At last I hear your voice."

"How can she be so beautiful?"

Their reactions were all praise, but I could hardly smile.

'This must be a dream. It has to be...!'

I... I...!

To think I'd be reborn as the villain princess in "I Tamed the Child of the Deposed Emperor"!


'If there's a god in this world, I'd like to give them a 1080-degree spinning kick...'

◇

At the age of five, I suddenly realized a significant truth.

"Nanny."

"What is it, Princess?"

"I've realized an important truth."

"What has our princess learned?"

I proudly put my hands on my hips and declared:

"If I don't want to be someone I dislike, I just have to not be that person."

Fun, cool, and sexy.

"My, what a profound realization."

"Mm-hmm."

I had been busy criticizing the female leads in the original work, but in reality, I was buried in concerns typical of a devoted fan.

If I don't like the female lead, I can replace her. Even better if it's me.
If I don't like being a villain, I just won't be one. I'll find a way somehow.

'But as long as the male lead is the child of the deposed emperor, there's nothing I can do as the current princess...'

If that's the case, they should have let me possess the female lead instead. Why reincarnate me as the princess who's difficult to connect with!

I should be satisfied with this though. It's much better than being an extra civilian like Ms. A who can't even create a point of contact. Still, human nature being what it is, I couldn't help but feel regretful.

'There's no choice. All I can do now is wait quietly.'

The clock in my heart ticked endlessly, fueled by my own sense of helplessness.

...

......

I thought I'd be suited for the role of a satisfying female lead. But the wall of reality far exceeded my expectations. The strict life of a princess and political position meant I wasn't allowed even a speck of opportunity to meet the male lead.

When I heard that the male lead had escaped from the institution, I cried severely. I wailed loudly.
To think I'd be reincarnated only to part with my favorite character without even seeing his childhood face once! How could this be!

"Male lead... my runaway male lead whose whereabouts are unknown... the void left by the male lead is so great that from now on, I'll stand above the female lead..."

What am I even saying about standing above?

As years passed, my nonsensical ramblings increased. To the point where my parents—the male and female leads from the previous work—were deeply concerned.

'Ugh...'

As if mocking my feelings, news about the child of the deposed emperor was completely cut off as time passed.
Living such a meaningless life as if entranced, I had grown into a nineteen-year-old lady, close to my age in my previous life.

By this time, I had adapted well enough to my current life that I was overconfident. To the extent that I would roam the streets after evading my guards and even disguising myself.

There was only one thing I overlooked.

The fact that this place wasn't South Korea, the world's safest country!

I accepted drinks from suspicious-looking men without doubt, and soon lost consciousness due to extreme drowsiness.

After that, the kidnappers worked with clockwork efficiency.

Thoroughly bound and thrown into a carriage, all sorts of random thoughts tormented me during the journey.

'I'm scared and going crazy... my hands are numb and my body feels gross... I need to use the bathroom... I want kimchi stew...'

After nine days, I arrived at a tent with a chaotic atmosphere. The sound of someone whispering earnestly made me feel both relieved and anxious. There was no guarantee these people wouldn't harm me.

"Ugh... excuse me...?"

That's when it happened.

As I trembled in fear, he approached and removed my blindfold.

"Pleased to meet you, miss whose name I don't know. We've dealt with the kidnappers, so you can rest easy."

A masked man. This extremely suspicious person had saved me. The feeling when I realized I could truly relax was like gaining another new life.

And so the situation arrives at the present.

A present swirling with very serious contemplation.

'Since it's still before the original timeline, I can't be certain...'

Based on my N years of romance fantasy experience.

I have a reasonable suspicion that Rian might be the male lead of "I Tamed the Child of the Deposed Emperor."

The reason is simple and clear.

'Well... in a romance fantasy, it's only natural that the male lead rescues the reincarnated female lead...!'

He could easily be using an alias!

Even I'm impressed by this century's brilliant deduction.
Moreover, it's suspicious that he hides his face with a mask, and his blonde hair and blue eyes match perfectly.

'Before I go back, I'll definitely make him take off that mask!'

With all my might, absolutely!

Our exploration began through this process."

Next ChapterIt had been three days since I began traveling with her. Serin, whom I had thought to be relatively quiet, was acting lively as if she had perfectly adapted to the situation.

"Hey, Rian. Can't we stop and watch those jesters perform their tricks for a bit?"

"Don't you want to return quickly?"

"I do want to go back... but since we're already out, couldn't we enjoy ourselves a little?"

My mind worked quickly at her request.

'The answer is probably already decided.'

Normally, I should reject Serin's request since it's unclear when the Emperor's patience might run out. But given the circumstances, Serin was suffering harsh abuse in the imperial palace. Therefore, the truly right path for her was far from the conventional one.

I simply couldn't bring myself to refuse her pitiful request.

"Umm... I'll go with you. But please be careful. Pickpockets are common in crowded places."

"Just trust me. I'm keeping the silver token you gave me safe."

"You must, absolutely must only use it when it becomes unbearable."

"...? I will."

Having secured her promise, my heart felt lighter. I hoped this little detour would also lighten Serin's burden.

"Excuse me for a moment."

"Ah, um, Rian...?!"

Without hesitation, I took Serin's hand. It was a precaution to prevent her from getting lost.

As we pushed through the crowd, her face grew flushed. The venue must have been quite hot with all the people pressing against each other. Perhaps because of this, even after reaching the front row, Serin struggled to look straight ahead.

"Hey, Rian. Are you always like this? You know, just grabbing a woman's hand and pulling her along?"

Serin commented while vigorously fanning her face.

"It's not that I dislike it, I'm just curious how often you do this."

"I believe this is the second time in my life."

"That's surprisingly few... Then what about the first time?"

A strange chill ran through her voice as she asked about the first time. Her slightly crooked gaze conveyed some kind of discomfort. I casually shared the memory while sifting through my recollections.

"She was a fallen noble lady. Serving military duty while enduring the cold wind."

There was once a knight family known as the Emperor's Sword. Naturally, a family loyal to the old powers was bound to fall.
Overnight, the lady, who was the only blood relative left, shouldered the family's debt and was sentenced to military service until the debt was paid.
I reached out to that lady who was withering like an old tree. So if I had to count, she would be the first person whose hand I held.

"Did I... ask about something unpleasant?"

"Not at all. Rather, I should..."

A lump formed in my throat!

I'm sorry I can't help Serin who's experiencing a collection of unpleasant subjects. Words I couldn't say rose to the tip of my tongue.

"Anyway, don't worry about anything, Serin. How do you find the performance?"

"It's unfamiliar but interesting."

The jesters all wore masks and showcased extraordinary tricks. From seemingly possessed juggling to flexibility that defied common sense. They even put their heads into the wide-open mouth of an alligator. It was truly spectacular enough to make the audience cheer.

"Since they're wearing masks too, you wouldn't look out of place if you joined them, Rian."

"I lack the skills and would be chased away immediately."

"Your face is your talent... I mean, hey, Rian."

"What is it?"

"I think we've gotten pretty close, don't you agree?"

"Really?"

My heart skipped a beat at this unexpected truth. I see, so this is what it's like to be close to others. I've honestly never had friends my age before, so I'm genuinely happy.

"If you have to ask that, what does that make me...!"


"Let's be friends. Forever."

I immediately responded out of joy, but Serin seemed dissatisfied with the condition.

"Forever doesn't work... because you never know what might happen."

"Is it not enough?"

"Huh? What isn't?"

"Is the silver token not enough as a friendship fee?"

I heard that powerful people exchange wealth as tokens of friendship. I believe Serin, being an imperial princess, wouldn't be much different in this regard. But what more could I prepare here...

As my concerns deepened, Serin firmly grasped my hand with both of hers.

"Where on earth did you hear such things?! Why would friendship fees come up here! We're not neighborhood thugs!"

'Are Serin's father and mother neighborhood thugs?'

"Seriously, I never even thought about friendship fees. I've never received any either."

'Not receiving friendship fees means...'

It confirmed that she was indeed a loner in the imperial palace. I resolved to grant whatever requests Serin might have for the remainder of our journey.

"Forget about that thug stuff. Just one thing... just one! If you do this, I'd be so happy."

"I'm listening."

I should not have been so quick to agree.

Barely 10 seconds after making my manly resolution, Serin made a request that would make me a liar.

"When it's just the two of us, couldn't you take off your mask just once?"

"I cannot."

Having been flatly rejected in such a smooth-flowing atmosphere, Serin's eyes lost focus. Soon regaining her composure, she clung to me almost desperately.

"Five seconds would be enough. No, three seconds! If that's too much, even one second would do!"

"I'm sorry. It's something difficult to remove..."

Sometimes when Rodrick sees my face without the mask, he grumbles. He says I'd get stabbed to death if I showed my face carelessly on the streets. He even said the surroundings would be littered with torn hair.

While the exact reason for such a disaster remains unclear, I cannot involve Serin in it.

"Ugh, making people curious and then being irresponsible... Isn't it uncomfortable to lift your mask slightly and push food into your mouth when eating?"

"I've gotten used to it."

"Hmm..."

Serin looked up at the sky as if trying to suppress her frustration. From that point on, the daytime street performance was probably outside her interest. Meanwhile, I had to stay focused in case Serin suddenly tried to remove my mask.

◇

Today was a day when the expression "reaping what you sow" truly shined.

If only I hadn't shown unnecessary interest in the street performance, we could have stayed at a proper inn.
I feel like complaining to ease my mind, but Rian doesn't show any signs of discomfort.
It's an absurd thought, but somehow I feel like I'm being pitied...

More importantly, Rian's identity is incredibly close to being the male lead.
In fact, unless it's a 0.0001% bad miracle, I've long since marked Rian as the male lead.

'His polite speech pattern and somewhat eccentric personality are strong evidence.'

Now if only I could properly remove his mask, everything would be resolved, but that's the most difficult part. I'm not doing this because I'm suspicious, but because I want to see the appearance that's been praised so highly.

'Today was full of things that bothered me...'

According to my male lead radar, Rian is definitely confirmed as the male lead. The way he embraces all sorts of whims like the blue sky is truly the typical mindset of a male lead. However, his experience of holding hands with a noble lady makes my heart twinge a bit.

'That aside, what's with the friendship fee? Damn, it's so cute!'

The sight of him trembling and seriously discussing friendship fees. It makes me want to pinch him all over.

After sitting on the dirt floor lost in thought for about an hour, I got up and moved to Rian's side.


"Hey, Rian."

"Yes, Serin."

"I think I was too forward with my familiarity this afternoon, and I'm reflecting on that."

"Serin has done nothing wrong."

Wow, so sweet. His voice is sweet, and his kind demeanor is sweet too. He's definitely my favorite male lead. It seems my vocabulary significantly deteriorates when talking to him.

I put aside my inner fangirling and made a serious proposal to Rian.

"Ahem, so here's the deal. Let's make a trade. I'll show you some amazing things if you show me your face just once. How about it?"

"I'm very curious, but it's difficult."

"I'll even throw in some effective exercise methods. I'll give you one-on-one personal training. So please reconsider. Please? Rian!"

It's a great deal!

I'll show you everything. From 900-degree back flips to modern strength training exercises!

"..."

Rian remains silent. This isn't easy. He doesn't even know that I've revolutionized the imperial palace with modern exercise methods.

"Ah, I forgot again. For things like this, I should let you experience a sample first, right?"

"That... seems reasonable."

His voice sounded somewhat doubtful. But I had already broken such prejudices at the center of the system.

"Alright. Could you come closer and watch for a moment? Don't worry, I'm not a glowing dinosaur."

"...? I look forward to it."

I pulled Rian's sleeve and provided an opportunity to observe up close. Taekwondo was my secret weapon, but starting with a fitness demonstration seemed most appropriate.

"Now, spread your legs shoulder-width apart and turn your feet slightly outward. From here, we're going to sit down and stand up..."

It was a squat, the alpha and omega of lower body exercises, but it probably wouldn't be much to him.

In this world, the limits of physical ability are high. So there's no difficulty with bodyweight exercises, and you need to use magical items to increase the weight to get any exercise effect.

'But once he feels the stimulus, he'll understand what a great exercise this is!'

I demonstrated the squat about four times. Now it was time to check Rian's form, but first, I wanted to ask for his impression.

"Hehe, how was it? Looks simple, right? But surprisingly... Rian?"

I had focused on my form during the demonstration and briefly looked away from Rian. But to my surprise, when I looked back, Rian was covering the eye area of his mask with his palm and hanging his head low.

"Rian? Did you watch properly?"

"Vulgar..."

"Excuse me?"

"I think it's... vulgar. How could a lady spread her legs like that... like, like she's relieving herself... ugh."

"What the hell."

For a moment, my vision flickered and whited out. Simultaneously, a ringing in my ears comparable to being in a traffic accident echoed loudly. My mind became dizzy, and the world seemed to spin.

Vulgar. Spread. Relieving.

The key words my favorite male lead conveyed to me in one breath.

This doesn't make sense. This must be a dream. Yes, we're all dreaming of flying in the sky.

...... After a brief escape from reality.

I bit down hard on my teeth and let out a silent scream.

'Aaaaaaaaahhh!!!'

To me, the squat was murder.

In a psychological sense.

Next ChapterI sincerely agonized over this decision. If Serin was showing such vulgar behavior because she wanted to see my face, shouldn't I willingly remove my mask?

But I quickly steadied my wavering resolve. It was fortunate I was wearing a mask; if my face had been bare, my apple-red complexion would have served as evidence of my lewdness. I didn't want to disappoint Serin, who had just become my friend.

What kind of hellscape had the imperial palace become while Serin was reduced to this state?

'Ugh... I'm truly sorry.'

Since that night, Serin had maintained a more modest demeanor than before. Every minute of her behavior seemed like a desperate attempt to make up for the harsh words I'd spoken, which made me feel increasingly guilty. At this point, telling her I preferred her more spirited self would hardly be convincing.

And so, this duo with hidden feelings entered the next village as dusk was falling.

Perhaps because it was closer to the capital, this village appeared much more prosperous than the ones we'd visited before. From the lighting preparations to the bustling conversations in the marketplace and specialty shops like dessert stores—it was quite different from what we'd seen previously.

"I've been to this village before," Serin remarked casually while quietly taking in the surroundings.

"You seem familiar with it."

"Yes, somewhat. See that large building on the slope across the road? That's Baron Raden's mansion. She's one of the few women who inherited a title from the Empire."

"I've heard she's incredibly wealthy."

"That's right. She may only be a baron in title, but even most count families can't compare to her wealth."

Baron Raden was a familiar name to me. A few years ago, Rodrick had clicked his tongue when she terminated her contract with our mercenary group. Since contract matters weren't my responsibility, I didn't know what the baron looked like.

"Plus, she's still unmarried, so many men are eyeing her."

"Hmm."

"Why? Are you interested?"

Serin asked with a hint of wariness. Perhaps she admired the baron?

"Not at all. I was just lost in thought."

No matter how wealthy someone might be, they couldn't maintain a private army in a region so close to the capital. That's why Baron Raden had contracted with mercenary groups for security and protection.

In other words, the baron was still purchasing military power with money.

Though I shouldn't be one to talk, having kidnapped Serin, most mercenaries tended to disregard proper etiquette.
It would be wise to remain cautious in Raden's territory, just to be safe.

"Then I'll believe you, Rian. The baron is still beautiful despite her age."

"Why worry about someone we won't even meet?"

"Hmm! Actually, depending on your preference, we might or might not have business with her..."

"My preference?"

"Yes. It might sound strange coming from ordinary me, but... surprisingly, I'm acquainted with the baron!"

It wasn't strange at all, nor was it surprising. She'd been displaying her non-commoner status all day, so her brazenness was hardly shocking.

"So if you're okay with it, we could stay at the baron's place tonight!"

"I'll follow your lead."

"Great, you won't regret it."

To be fair, we'd been camping outdoors frequently, so she must have been longing for a proper bed. It made sense that her eyes were sparkling like the Milky Way in the night sky.

"Shall we go then?"

◇

Baron Raden's mansion was much larger up close than it appeared from a distance. From afar, it had seemed like just another mansion, but standing before it now revealed its impressive scale.

In front of the grand entrance that displayed the baron's prestige stood a muscular giant in neat attire, vigilantly guarding the surroundings. His appearance, seemingly forced into formal clothes for appearance's sake, was typical of someone who worked as muscle.

"Excuse me. We'd like to see Baron Raden."


"She's not someone you can meet without proper cause."

The man's dismissive tone barely concealed his contempt. A woman of weaker disposition might have immediately retreated.

"I know the baron. She'll recognize me when she sees me."

"I said no."

"Who are you to block the baron's guests?"

"It's my job to block people."

"Ha...!"

As the mere gatekeeper narrowed his eyes arrogantly, Serin's temper seemed to be fraying. I felt something off about the man's overly confident attitude.

'An employee refusing someone who might be the baron's guest.'

This was problematic whether he was a household servant or hired from an outside organization. One person's mistake could damage an entire organization.
That's why Rodrick emphasized mental discipline so strongly among our members. After all, most of our people weren't exactly upstanding citizens.

"Serin. I have a question."

"Just a moment, Rian. This person keeps saying nonsensical—"

"Is the baron important to you?"

"What?"

Serin's eyes widened at my sudden question. She seemed to ponder my words carefully before slowly nodding.

"...Yes. She's important to me."

"I understand."

Sometimes it's necessary to replace hired organizations. Having made this determination, I immediately released the dark mist I hadn't used in a long time, letting it flow down to my feet.

Slither.

I had named this black mist "Pow" for convenience. Writhing at my feet, Pow crept stealthily like a snake stalking its prey, then suddenly bit into the man's foot.

Crack!

The sound of breaking bone echoed. The giant immediately collapsed and screamed in pain.

"Ugh... argh, AAAHHH! My ankle!"

The situation reversed in an instant. The man who had been looking down at us with a stiff neck was now sitting on the cold ground, looking up at us. Serin asked me in a bewildered tone about the sudden change.

"What on earth just happened...?"

"Who knows? If you're really unlucky, your ankle can twist just from standing or walking."

"That may be true... but this seems too..."

I quickly suggested before she could analyze the situation clearly:

"We should inform the baron and recommend treatment."

"Ah, of course we should. I don't know exactly what happened, but he got what he deserved!"

She must have been secretly annoyed by the gatekeeper's attitude, as a subtle delight lingered at the corners of her mouth.

'She's easy to read at times like this.'

Perhaps it was because she was disguised as an ordinary village girl with a headscarf, but her inner thoughts seemed just as ordinary.

"Ah, how refreshing."

The wind blew.

She walked lightly across the grass as dusk fell. Unlike before, this time she walked ahead of me. Perhaps that's why I found myself staring at her back, something I normally wouldn't dare to do.


Her black hair flowed just past her shoulders, swaying gently. When the breeze parted her dark locks like a curtain, the pale skin of her nape shyly revealed itself. The lines of her legs, which had embarrassed me with their vulgar movements before, now traced an ideal curve up to her waist.

And when she turned around to check if I was following properly or worried I might lose my way, her beautiful eyes captured me. If I had to describe them, they were like aquamarine. As my mother once told me, her eyes were a vibrant blue full of life.

"Rian! You haven't lost your mind, have you? It's hard to tell with that mask."

"I'm following properly."

"I'm suspicious, but there's no way to check. How nice it would be if you just took it off and cleared up this misunderstanding?"

"Not a chance."

"I thought so. What was I hoping for?"

She chuckled.

It was a smile unlike that of a noble lady gathered among colorful flowers in a glass greenhouse. Instead, a mysterious power reminiscent of wildflowers blooming in a verdant field lingered at the corners of her crooked smile.

'I might have lied to Serin, regrettably.'

I was so focused on her that the splendid scenery of the baron's estate became blurry in my memory. I lost track of time as we walked, and suddenly found ourselves at the main building.

While I was reproaching myself, Serin boldly pushed open the main door.

"Oh my."

An exclamation greeted us in front of a sculpture that was visibly expensive at first glance.

"I came down because of the commotion outside, and to think it would be the Emp—"

"Wait, Baron!"

"...nim?"

"Nim!"

The baron seemed to have immediately recognized Serin's identity. Judging by how she hesitated after Serin used an honorific, it was certain.

As Serin forcefully maintained her concept, the baron, guessing there must be some circumstance, invited us inside.

"Well... please come in. So..."

The baron pondered over the proper address for a long time before finally saying with resignation:

"The young lady and the suspicious gentleman."

A princess and a masked stranger—it must have been bewildering from the baron's perspective. If the imperial court had publicly announced a search for Serin, she might have fainted in shock.

"I'm sorry for visiting without notice, Baron."

"How dare I accept your apology... oh, I misspoke. It's quite alright, young lady."

The baron hastily poured out her reverence before naturally correcting herself. Honestly, I couldn't shake the impression that Serin was being somewhat of a bully.

"Thank you. We didn't have a suitable place to stay, so we ended up barging in."

"You're always welcome here, so please don't worry. I'll have bedrooms and water for bathing prepared right away."

"Phew, I'm so fortunate to have you, Baron!"

"You flatter me."

Beyond the baron's shrugging shoulders, a man wearing the same uniform as the gatekeeper approached. Serin instinctively frowned, but the baron didn't notice as she was looking in another direction.

And only I, trailing behind them, had the opportunity to properly observe the man who was glancing at the baron.

'Just as I expected.'

I found the puzzle piece that fit perfectly with the gatekeeper's brutish behavior.

In the man's distorted eyes, as he passed by with a pretense of respectful greeting, greed that eroded any reverence for his master was crawling.

Next ChapterThe guest room assigned by Baron Raden's courtesy indirectly revealed her personality.

It was unusual how various materials were beautifully crafted instead of expensive luxuries. Especially impressive was the decoration of straw rope woven into flower shapes.

I could immediately see how Baron Raden had become wealthy. She must be a frugal person who avoids extravagance despite being nobility.

A wise philosophy. It's common to see vanity where most of an estate's income is spent on dresses.

'Did our mercenary group get our contract terminated because our rates were too high?'

I can't blame the Baroness for her decision, but I wish she had been more selective about personnel. Especially since the contract directly affected her own safety.

I shook off my thoughts and slowly removed the mask that had been pressing against my face. Immediately, the world became clearer and my breathing felt liberated.

Sitting quietly in the chair, staring intently at my mask, I was reminded of Serin. She who was suspiciously obsessed with my mask.

'What is she so curious about...'

Until now, only two people knew the face beneath the mask. One was Rodrick, the other was the lady who bore military service. Except for these two, I had always kept it hidden, and few people complained about the inconvenience.

Above all, Serin's true identity is an Imperial Princess. Having thrown away my mask, I cannot form a normal relationship with her. As Rodrick worried, I was a child of the deposed emperor, and Serin was the current princess.

Even if she's frustrated now, if she knew my identity, contempt would settle in her eyes. Just like the crowds who hurled insults at me in my childhood.

'I don't want that...'

At the very least, I wish for a relationship where I pay friendship dues. I didn't want to lose the recognition of friendship I had finally received through a moment's mistake. Even while acknowledging it might be deception.

'She's the first person to approach me with pure goodwill.'

Rodrick is an attempted kidnapper, and the members are just a dismantled cartel to me, or merely employees. In these circumstances, I find Serin special. I think she's amazing for approaching me brightly despite being oppressed in the imperial palace.

Whatever the case, I should be content with this.

I know best that a child of the deposed emperor who only received the world's hatred is drowning in undeserved kindness. Why am I troubled when I know my place so well?

"Am I tired? Of living this way?"

Perhaps that's the answer.

I've been living a monochrome daily life without joy or sorrow. Then one day, I faced the shocking event of Serin being kidnapped, and for the first time in a very long time, I experienced confusion. Since then, spending time with her has added various emotional sprouts to my barren soil.

For instance.

I felt sympathy for her lonely situation.
I was bewildered by her familiarity with menial tasks.
I was moved by her declaration of intimacy.
I was embarrassed by her vulgar movements disguised as exercise.

The days spent with Serin were stimulating and dynamic, making the world seem colorfully painted. So much that I regretted our impending separation...

"I was unexpectedly greedy... wasn't I."

I placed the mask on a nearby table and walked toward the bed. There was a large mirror where I could check my condition after coughing. Somehow, my face, which I hadn't looked at in a while, seemed unfamiliar. A rigid face without a speck of emotion...

Despite such pessimism.

It didn't take even a moment for my stone-like face to fill with the emotion of shock.

Clank!

"Rian, I'm here! As expected, this room is also full of aesthetic vibes..."
"Waaaaaah!!!"

My nerves sharpened to make the correct assessment of the situation as Serin suddenly flung open the door.
Without time to choose from countless options, I jumped into the bed right beside me and pulled the blanket tightly over myself.

"Rian? Did you just scream? That's amazingly interesting!"

Immediately after, Serin exclaimed while looking at me.

"My goodness, jumping into bed like a child... why are you acting like that! Rian... Ah?"

Serin wasn't one to miss the current situation. She glanced at the mask on the table and let out a meaningful chuckle.

"Oh my~ Oh my~ I really don't understand why? Oh dear! I should check on Rian because I'm worried about him!"

Serin, who was naturally ignoring the obvious truth, was truly terrifying.

My heart pounds. I squeeze my eyes shut. My hands and feet tremble. Wrapped in the blanket like a burr, I began to be cornered.

"D-don't do this, Serin."

"What if you caught a cold? I'd have to put a wet towel on your forehead, wouldn't I?"

"I, I am in perfectly fine health."

"That statement is a common line from patients. Look, you're even trembling like this?"

"Ugh..."

Serin's presence draws closer. If only it had ended there, but soon after, the sensation of the bed sheet sinking stimulated a kind of fear.

"Hehe, I'll take good care of you, so just hand over the blanket."


"This is difficult. No. I don't want to. Don't do this, Serin."

"Who are you taking me for, a criminal?"

"I'll scream...!"

"That's cute in its own way... I mean, isn't it usually the opposite?"

When my desperate threat didn't work, I felt as if my thinking function was completely broken. Serin, like a predator stalking its prey, steadily closed the distance on all fours.

"Stop now... and hand over the blanket, will you?!"

Swoosh!

Finally, she leaps.

The bed shakes and my balance wavers. A chilling sensation runs up my spine to my cervical vertebrae, making my hair stand on end.

Thud!

The heavy weight that followed rang alarm bells in my head comparable to a life-threatening crisis.

"Oh come on! Rian! Trust me and leave everything to me, it'll be easier! We've become close, haven't we?"

Squeeze-!

"Perhaps we're not as intimate as we've built enough trust...!!!"

Tap tap tap.

"Then we'll build it from now on by facing each other!"

"We are actually intimate!"

"If we're intimate, there shouldn't be anything to hide!"

"That can't be...!"

Desperately perfect logic. I was newly impressed by Serin's intelligence. I instinctively guessed there was no way to win an argument against Serin.

As we each pushed and pulled, the blanket seemed to scream on its own. If we continued a bit more, there was a real possibility of the cotton bursting out.

"Give in, Rian. I'll take good care of you."

"What do you mean?"

"Anyway, it's something good, something good. Ha, but I can't explain it."

"You do plenty of that, Serin! I'll pass!"

"Huh, you can say such things too?!"

"This is my first time! Ugh..."

Unable to shake off Serin, I stood up. Then, like a child imitating a ghost, I rushed out of bed with the blanket still over my head.

Serin's frustrated groan scattered from behind, but I lacked the composure to be considerate.

Somehow breathing became difficult. Even after putting on the mask and putting down the blanket, rough breathing continued.

'I see... Is this what exhaustion feels like? What it means to be tired?'

Even when I was expelled from the system at age five, or when I followed Rodrick to destroy the cartel. It was a physical state I had never experienced in my life. Thanks to this, I was vividly imprinted with how remarkable a person Serin is.

"You're too much, Rian. My hair is all disheveled like this, but you grabbed your mask first..."

"If you want, I'll brush it for you."

"Oh, really? What a pleasant surprise."

Contemplation on what "pleasant surprise" meant would come later. For now, I needed to cheer up Serin, who couldn't help but feel disheartened just by looking at my face.

But at that moment, her eyes flashed like those of a bird of prey.

"Wait a minute, Rian."

"Yes?"

"You speak quite easily... Have you brushed other women's hair before?"

Serin exuded a chilling aura. Just hearing her voice made my bones shiver. Not knowing the right answer, I immediately replied with the truth.

"Not at all. Absolutely not."

"Really? You spoke so readily that I thought you were used to it."

"I'm not used to it. Just... I thought you just run the brush down like this..."

I explained with a hand motion of moving up and down to make it easier to understand.

Serin seemed to understand clearly, as she smiled with restored brightness.

"Well, that's fine then."

"That's a relief...? I suppose."


As I was gauging her reaction.

Serin approached me with a satisfied look and took my hands.

"Listen, Rian. Make just one promise with me."

"I'll hear you out first."

Seeming to have heard a satisfactory answer, Serin nodded casually.

"You might not know this, Rian. Touching a woman's hair is not something that can be done with just ordinary intimacy, you know?"

"I understand."

"But I'm okay with it. Why? Because we're as intimate as when you screamed earlier! Do you agree, Rian?"

"I... suppose so?"

"In other words, it's only possible between people who would raise their voices to that decibel... I mean, to that volume."

"Yes. I've noted that."

Serin responded to my quick agreement with a smile.
On the other hand, I was happy with the thought that I was gradually finding the right answers.

"But since Rian is gentlemanly and doesn't shout carelessly... it might not be easy to meet the conditions. Oh, of course, I'm the only exception."

"Umm, that's right...?"

"Are you going to shout at other women in the future?"

"I will absolutely never do that."

"Good!"

Serin, having cheerfully finished her evaluation, led me by the hand. With a dazed mind, I was led to a large dressing table. Soon, she selected a brush and handed it to me.

"Now, let's brush my hair. I'll teach you."

"Understood."

"Remember what I told you."

"Of course."

In short, my simple vision was that I just needed to touch Serin's hair. There was nothing particularly difficult about it.

Indeed, she seems to have an outstanding talent for teaching common sense.

I diligently followed the example of Serin, who had become my daily teacher, sorting and combing through her soft hair. However, brushing hair wasn't as simple a task as I thought, so I was slightly anxious.

"Am I brushing correctly, Serin?"

"This is the life of a blessed fan..."

"Pardon?"

"You're doing wonderfully well, Rian."

"I think I learned quickly because I have a good teacher."

When I honestly confessed, Serin in the mirror looked at me with mysteriously mischievous eyes.

"Do you like me?"

"Yes. Very much."

A sincere statement. However, Serin seemed quite doubtful and wanted assurance.

"Can you swear to it?"

"That's not difficult."

"Is it a promise?"

"It's a promise."

"Hehe..."

A meaningful chuckle floated in the air and then evaporated.

Somehow, it left a strange lingering echo.

Whatever it was, if Serin was satisfied, so was I. Rodrick was wrong to have once been wary of her.

Knock knock.

As we were having quite a harmonious conversation, a polite knock from outside invaded the room.

After permission was granted, the maid who entered gracefully delivered her master's message.

"The Baroness has invited both of you to dinner."

At this unexpected invitation, Serin's eyes shone challengingly.

Next ChapterClick, click.

In the subtle silence, the footsteps of the maid, Serin, and myself seemed unusually pronounced.

I secretly stole glances at Serin using the presence of my mask. Her face was a contradictory mixture of dissatisfaction and expectation.

When we arrived at the banquet hall while I was covertly observing her, the Baron welcomed us with a gentle smile.

"Welcome. I thought you might be hungry, so I instructed them to prepare quickly, but as a result, the table setting is a bit light. Please forgive my rudeness."

It was most likely an excuse.

The Baron's usual meals would be lighter and more modest. Today, it was clear that he had increased the number of dishes because of the unofficial visit from Serin, who was none other than an Imperial Princess.

"I don't mind at all. Originally, I'd be full just eating grilled pork neck."

"My, what a good joke."

Though it wasn't a joke at all, the Baron shook his hand genuinely. Perhaps this response was possible because he didn't know that she, an Imperial Princess, was neglected at the Imperial Palace. Who would dare guess that she was a lonely soul with nowhere to turn?

Thus, their greetings flowed on misunderstandings. Following the Baron's invitation, Serin and I sat in our designated chairs.

The scraping sound of knives. Proper and quiet table manners. The warmth of the soup.
When the components of the dinner banquet had gone around once, the Baron calmly opened the conversation.

"There's one thing I'd like to confirm, if that's alright?"

"What is it?"

"...Does the gentleman wearing the mask have special circumstances? The way you're pushing food under your mask seems quite uncomfortable, even for me to watch."

"I agree. I'm uncomfortable too. Just take it off once, Rian."

"I apologize. If it's causing trouble, I'll stop eating now."

I offered an apologetic response filled with guilt. Serin flinched as if about to jump up and quickly raised her voice.

"Ah, no...! That was a joke, a joke! Even a dog isn't disturbed while eating, so why would I bother Rian... Haha."

Serin's change in attitude seemed quite surprising to the Baron. She scattered her gaze between Serin and me before nodding her head heavily.

"If the... young lady has no complaints, then I won't mind either."

"Thank you for understanding."

It would have been strange if the Baron had cut things off when the Imperial Princess had already stepped in to smooth things over. Still feeling guilty, I pretended to eat a little more before quietly putting down my utensils.

At that moment, the Baron cleared her throat to draw attention.

"Ahem! From what I heard earlier, you two were treated unfairly?"

Serin's eyes sparkled. It was the challenging look she had when she received the dinner invitation.

"That's right! The gatekeeper was exercising so much authority... That person isn't part of your mansion staff, is he?"

"He's one of the members of the mercenary group I contracted to maintain the security of the mansion and the peace of the village. I apologize on his behalf for his rudeness."

"From what I saw, he seems to have a lot of problems... Have you considered reconsidering his employment?"

Serin asked subtly. It seemed she still harbored resentment about the disrespectful treatment she received. But the Baron responded with an awkward smile that hinted at her answer.

"Actually... I was surprised when I received the report. They're usually such gentlemanly people with good reputations among the residents. I wonder why they acted that way..."

"What? Gentlemanly? That person...?"

"It's understandable if you don't believe me, but I'm quite perplexed too. So I'm concerned there might be some misunderstanding."

"Are you... doubting us?"

Behind Serin's trembling voice, displeasure was raising its head. She seemed to be chewing on the unfair experience she had suffered like tough meat.

"Though I know it's rude, I dare say this. I don't want to distrust my people whom I've been watching all along."

"Ha."

Does she think this is just the whining of an Imperial Princess raised delicately in the palace? Or is she genuinely blinded by the trust emanating from the mercenary group?

As I considered various possibilities, I discovered an expression in the Baron's words that created a sense of dissonance.


'She doesn't want to distrust her people whom she's been watching all along?'

After all, mercenaries are drifters.
That is, they have a calculating relationship tied by money, from duels between territories, conflicts between nations, to protocol and menial tasks.
Therefore, loyalty and affection for the contractor and the contracted group are distant concepts.

In fact, I had never heard of employers becoming attached to them. It's natural since they're a group where compatible human types are rare. It would be fortunate if they weren't treated as disposable.

'What's even stranger is that she's acting like this despite knowing Serin's identity as an Imperial Princess... What's clouding the Baron's eyes?'

While I was retracing these questions, the Baron continued speaking.

"So I was hoping you could talk with the person responsible for this incident... Would that be alright?"

I remained silent, and Serin accepted after a pause.

"...I'll accept for now."

"Thank you for your generous decision."

The Baron pulled a bell cord hanging near the table. Shortly after, an unknown figure knocked on the door of the banquet hall from outside. When the Baron gave permission, he approached her with dignified steps.

"I'm sorry for the sudden call, Rude."

"As someone employed by the Baron, I'm just doing my duty."

Indeed, his speech was gentlemanly as the Baron had mentioned.

Rude was a man whose distinct features were accentuated by his smoothly swept brown hair. His appearance, capable of attracting the opposite sex's gaze, and the wild muscles revealed on his forearms greatly enhanced his charm as a man. The Baron's cheeks blushed a shy crimson as she smiled at Rude. It was the color of secretly burning affection.

"He's the captain of the mercenary group responsible for the security of the mansion. Recently, he's been handling household matters fairly, so his trustworthiness is high."

"What? You let him handle household matters, not just other duties? Him?"

"I'm trying my best, knowing my inadequacies."

Rude answered instead of Serin, who couldn't hide her astonished expression at the Baron's behavior, which was completely at odds with common sense. However, having clearly seen through the Baron's intentions, I judged that while it was strange, it wasn't an inexplicable phenomenon.

'The Baron is in love with him.'

It's unclear how great an emotion love must be to blind a person. I just realized that since no one is a perfect superhuman, they can't always be rational.
I've seen countless people who forget the principles of the world and ruin their own positions. Like my father and mother who engaged in dark schemes and tyranny.

"Hey, as the captain, don't you acknowledge your subordinate's mistake?"

"They might have shown somewhat irritable behavior due to fatigue."

"So, are you admitting that your subordinate abandoned gentlemanly responses and acted rudely?"

"Well, everything is relative, so there can be differences in perception between people."

"You have quite a talent for packaging sins."

This was the first time I witnessed Serin's mood deteriorate this much during our journey. She seemed to be getting increasingly irritated with Rude, who maintained his thick skin despite her open mockery and questioning.

The emotion that sprouted as I observed her argument was a small spark. A small spark burning in my esophagus.

'What should I do in this situation to resolve it?'

I had no idea. I just disliked the feeling. A very repulsive heat was rising.

Rodrick had told me not to let emotions fester for too long. Saying it could make me sick. This seemed to be exactly that kind of situation. If I ignored it and swallowed it down past my throat, it felt like it would burn like embers.

Without knowing what decision I was about to make, I called her name while she was in the midst of arguing.

"Serin."

"Rian?"

That was all, but the strange heat subsided somewhat. I judged that I could endure it to this extent.

After I called her name but withheld further words for a while, Serin stood up from her seat, exuding an unpleasant aura.

"Sigh. Let's go, Rian."

The person who responded more promptly to her actions than I did was the Baron.

"Young lady!"


A face mixed with a hint of regret. Uncertainty about the actions taken. And yet, an attachment that couldn't be given up. It was a face where all these emotions were complexly intertwined.

I suppressed the spark trying to come alive in my stomach and followed Serin's suggestion.

"The meal was delicious."

And so, the chaotic dinner ended with a pretentious expression of gratitude.

◇

"Ha, he's one of the most shameless people I've ever met. What was his name, Rude? I really can't understand why the Baron keeps him around! He certainly lives up to his name!"

As if the aftermath of dinner hadn't faded, Serin grumbled as we walked down the corridor. Knowing the answer, I casually asked her a question.

"What kind of person do you think he is, Serin?"

"Someone I'd like to lay down and beat thoroughly."

"So Serin is a violent person."

"What did you say?"

I knew it from when she tried to take my blanket. She's a character type that I can hardly handle.

"No, don't you feel the same way, Rian? Am I wrong? Am I?!"

"I don't know. Just..."

.....

It was difficult to concretize abstract concepts into language. Thus, my answer remained unfinished and was buried in my throat. Instead, a sentence I had never thought of or intended to say took shape and jumped out of my mouth.

"Aren't you attracted to his appearance, Serin?"

"Me?"

I made a mistake. It was a clear error. But I'm confused because I can't diagnose myself on what I mistook and what I did wrong. Meanwhile, Serin scolded me with a deeply furrowed face.

"Are you crazy? Why would I be? When I have Rian!"

"What?"

"Why would I do that when I have you, Rian?"

"That's..."

I couldn't continue speaking.

The reason is...

Pure joy. That seems to be the appropriate expression. However, it was unclear why her words approached me as joy.

It doesn't matter.

Right now, I just want to savor Serin's words a bit more inwardly.

With one question.

"...But Serin, you don't know my face."

"If you knew, you'd show it to me at least once. Tsk..."

"That would be difficult."

Yes, it's difficult. Even if it's just curiosity, her straightforward gaze focusing on me is truly difficult. It's so difficult that the difficulty is becoming increasingly pleasant.

"Anyway... I should have stripped you to the bone before dinner. Ah, my room is this way. See you tomorrow, Rian!"

"I hope you have a good night."

We turned in different directions. Even though we had a bad experience, I hoped it would be alright by tomorrow. I wish for a good night where everything is forgotten and we can greet a refreshing morning.

...

......

Though I had wished for it so purely.

Unfortunately, the spark of trouble was secretly traveling along the fuse to the roots of the Baron's mansion.

Next Chapter# The Baron Raden's Estate

In a spacious room of Baron Raden's mansion.

Several men huddled together, exchanging words with serious expressions. In the midst of a conversation that seemed unlikely to reach a conclusion, one of them let out a deep sigh.

"Are we really going through with this, boss? Everything was going well until now."

The man they called boss was a handsome figure with attractive swept-back brown hair—Rude. Blood vessels stood prominently above his eyes, which were drawn into a distorted arc.

"Fuck, I didn't want to rush things either. But because of that mysterious bitch, our carefully built tower is about to collapse."

"How bad is it? Too serious for even you to control?"

"Others might not notice, but I can tell. Suspicion is gradually rising from the depths of her consciousness. If she fully comes to her senses, years of planning will turn to bubbles."

Rude gritted his teeth. He had been observing the baroness from close proximity for years. By now, he could read her thought process just by watching the baron's gestures and gazes.

"That vulgar, gullible bitch."

Ironically, vulgar words spilled from Rude's mouth as he denounced her. His anger was boiling over at the current situation that threatened their nearly completed plan.

"If we just had a little more time, we could have secured our position in noble society... tsk."

He clicked his tongue in bitter frustration.

Rude had originally been the leader of an ordinary mercenary group. A playboy who wandered through conflict zones earning money, seducing women with his striking appearance for one-night stands. When he first contracted with Baron Raden, he had no ulterior motives. He simply had a business mindset—work as much as he was paid for.

The plan flashed in his mind after about half a year of casual service at the baron's estate.

Having discarded countless women with his handsome appearance, he keenly noticed. This seemingly dignified woman, this baroness wealthier than most high nobles, was actually someone with remarkably low self-esteem.

Moreover, though she tried to hide it, he could clearly read her occasional glances that revealed romantic interest in him.

He was convinced this was the ultimate opportunity.

A woman who had amassed tremendous wealth yet brought not a single luxury item into her home.
A woman whose identity as a merchant was stronger than her identity as a noble.
A woman who viewed commoners without titles as equals.

Therefore, despite being merely a mercenary, her position beside her was not something he couldn't dare covet.

The plan formed instantly.

He invested years managing his reputation and building trust. Whenever he "accidentally" encountered the baroness, he repeated subtle seductions that almost—but not quite—connected. Finally, he even drew out her lament that at her age, being unmarried was causing gossip in social circles.

She complained that most who approached her were opportunists after the Raden family's money.
That occasionally decent men were reluctant to become adopted sons-in-law.
That there were even fools who found her capabilities intimidating.
That she had never properly dated anyone, let alone married.

At that point, he wanted to swallow her whole in one gulp, but it was premature. He had to repeatedly tease her and be patient until she came begging. Since he was a commoner mercenary and she was a noble, this was the only way to reverse the power dynamic between them.

Gradually, he infiltrated her daily life discreetly. He made himself so indispensable that she couldn't imagine life without him. He left his footprints on the self-esteem of this woman who had few strengths outside of money-making—footprints that would be difficult to erase.

After repeating this pattern, the baroness eventually entrusted him with household affairs—duties that should have been handled by the lady of the Raden house.

Though the baroness tried to hide it, her intentions were transparent. This was the final test she used when considering a marriage proposal—the final piece of his carefully constructed tower.

So he ordered his subordinates.

Control the mansion so the baroness's affection wouldn't leak out prematurely and become a laughingstock.
Turn away visitors unless they were important business contacts.

And yet, this was the result.

"Ugh, fuck... my ankle is completely shattered. I can't even walk. Those bastards must have done something, boss."

"Shut up before I kill you."

"Urk..."

This idiot doesn't even know how he got beaten and just makes excuses. What a moron. Too embarrassed to admit he got his ass kicked.

To think he'd been keeping such a fool who couldn't even handle doorman duties. He wanted to stick a knife in his throat right then and there.

"Hah..."


He exhaled a sigh heavy with exhaustion. The members gathered in the room trembled with fear.
Though he played the gentleman in front of the baroness, if one had to vote for the most cruel person among his subordinates, Rude would receive unanimous support.

In the suffocating silence, one member gathered courage and spoke.

"Boss, can you handle this? If the baroness goes crazy..."

"No, that will never happen. I know that woman better than anyone."

A person who pretends to be dignified but is actually extremely sensitive to others' gazes. A woman with such low self-esteem that she finds it difficult to share even trivial concerns for fear of being looked down upon.

Yes, even if forcibly violated, she wouldn't dare spread it outside. Like other sheltered virgins, she would consider being forcibly defiled a shame and would be busy keeping it tightly hidden. Especially as a titled lady, how much more so?

The social world is like a mud pit, with a wildness that further tears at victims.

They would say she got what she deserved for having money. That despite acting dignified, a woman is still a woman. Even fellow women would poke at the baroness with their tongues and rub salt in her wounds.

Noble integrity? What a joke. The highest places in the empire are closest to the vulgar bottom.

So we at the bottom should stand alongside them.

"It's too far gone to proceed like gentlemen. Tonight I'll take the baroness and get a marriage contract. Call everyone who's scattered and lock down the mansion now."

"What about the baroness's guests...?"

"Why ask? It would be troublesome if unnecessary rumors leaked out."

Rude's order fell.

"Kill them without anyone knowing."

So we can make excuses that they left early the next morning.

"..."

The subordinates looked at Rude's expression and sent out messenger birds. It was to gather their scattered forces. Then they moved to their positions, brandishing ominous blades to carry out the orders.

Thump. Thump.

The late-night corridor was chilly. It was a night unlike summer, which typically torments with tropical heat. Even their deliberately muffled footsteps echoed as if walking through a hollow space. He felt an odd aversion to the sound of his own footsteps.

The western end of the mansion. The guest room assigned by the baroness was right before them. They checked their sharp blades and secretly shifted their center of gravity toward the door.

With hearing stretched to its limit, they detected nothing. They worried the occupant might be awake, but it seemed unfounded.

Killing intent swelled like a balloon stretched to its limit in a precarious balance.

Like assassins, they suppressed their presence and opened the door.

The well-oiled hinges remained mercifully silent. In such a cooperative space, multiple blades reflected the moonlight ominously like wolf fangs.

'Why is this guy wearing a mask even while sleeping?'

It was quite comical despite the serious situation.

Actually, this was better. No need to see the target's face. He could stab without the slightest hesitation. That was the inner thought of the man tasked with leading the execution.

His patience soon came to an end.

'Die...!'

He brought down the blade toward the chest where the heart would be.

Success. Even if the target woke up, they would only cough blood and perish.

The thrill of a clean mission success tingled at the top of his head.

Just as he was about to exhale in liberation.

Thump.

The blade that had almost pierced through the clothing was caught and stopped by just two fingers.

The figure who had seemed ridiculous until just now spoke.

"That was your last chance."


◇

"That was your last chance to return to normal life."

As I quietly announced their fate, the man who had tried to stab me retreated hesitantly. His face was filled with shock at encountering a situation beyond his comprehension.

"I had hoped you would give up."

Shamefully, at first I mistook them for Serin. Since she had shown excessive curiosity about my bare face, I believed she would surely intrude in the middle of the night.

So I wore a mask to sleep despite being in my private room. But when they actually approached, I felt guilty imagining her disappointment at my thorough preparation.

Perhaps it's fortunate.

That the current situation didn't become one where I was teasing her.

"Why go to such lengths?"

I smoothly slipped out of bed and stood on the floor.

There was no resistance from them, perhaps because the unexpected situation had frozen their thoughts. But the fuse was quietly burning. The bomb condensed with intense tension and anger exploded all at once.

"Fuck, kill him!!!"

The man at the front lunged at me, swinging his sharp blade. One in front. Four combined from the left and right. Their killing intent was impressive but evoked no emotion in me.

Before the frontal attacker's knife could slice my shoulder, I closed in and shattered his collarbone with my elbow.

Crack!

"Kuhurk...!"

I pushed him against the wall with my elbow. Meanwhile, the assassins' blades struck the innocent floor.

While they couldn't hide their dismay, a small hope gleamed in the eyes of the man struggling to breathe. He seemed to be placing hope in my action of not killing him instantly.

The assassins behind were the same. Like comrades trying to negotiate a hostage situation, they stood at a distance with drawn swords. In fact, the man with the broken collarbone and his comrades behind were desperately exchanging silent communication.

For a moment, I considered meeting that expectation, but quickly dismissed the thought. I grabbed around his chest and applied force with my grip.

Crack, crunch!

The cruel screams of tearing chest muscles and breaking ribs dominated the space. I shook off the blood vessels tangled around my fingers. Next, dropping blood with a metallic smell onto the floor, I cast my gaze at his comrades.

"Fuck... fucking hell..."

Their footsteps unconsciously retreated. When I took one step forward, they moved half a step back. The inevitable game of tag thus began.

I wonder why.

I'm curious why people who try to kill others actually fear death themselves. Did they not predict this situation at all? Then do these men before me share the same mindset as my parents?

I don't know.

It feels like there's a hazy fog in my head.

Can't be helped. I'll just have to kill them all.

Swoosh.

Pou rises. It hides its presence in the midnight darkness, wearing the mask of shadows. While they're just watching cautiously, Pou wraps around their throats like a noose, waiting for the execution order.

Just as I was slowly tightening my grip.

Crash, shatter!

The window behind the assassins. The well-maintained transparent glass was completely shattered by someone's intrusion.

Immediately after, a large silhouette floating in the air colored the monochrome world.

"Riaaaaan!!!"

The identity of this artist was a new intruder flying toward me as if about to throw herself into my arms.

It was Serin.

Next ChapterSerin flew towards me with incredible momentum. I instinctively tried to catch her, but ended up hiding my blood-stained hand and supporting her with just my other arm.

"Wow, Rian, you're so strong! Supporting me with just one hand."

"How did you..."

How did she get here? How did she break in through the window? I had so many questions, but they all disappeared the moment I saw her bright smile.

Wondering if I was hallucinating, I glanced toward the window and saw a long rope swinging back and forth.

A chill ran down my spine.

"Serin... you didn't..."

"Hey! Stop right there, Rian. It's not what you're thinking. It's definitely not. You trust me, right?"

How could I possibly trust her?

I filtered through every word of Serin's excuses.

The end of the rope must have been securely anchored to the outer wall with a hook, positioned right above my window.

This wasn't something that could be prepared and executed in a short time. That meant Serin had completed all this work before the assassination threat even occurred.

'Serin didn't come here because of an assassination threat...'

The assassins must have been bewildered too. When they arrived at her room with knives ready, their target had already disappeared without a trace. Serin hadn't foreseen the assassination, nor did she have particularly sensitive hearing.

She had simply... executed this dawn operation to see my bare face with her own eyes.

"Excuse me, but I'm experiencing fear for the first time in my life."

"Oh come on! I told you it's not like that. I came to rescue you, my little kitten."

She declared in a deliberately lowered voice. The succession of statements that left me speechless turned my mind blank. She casually jumped to the floor, then stood in front of me to block the assassins.

"Step back. You'll get hurt."

"Who's going to get hurt? Do you know whose daughter I am?"

"Serin."

"I understand your concern since our first meeting was our first meeting, but if I hadn't drunk that drugged alcohol, I wouldn't have been caught so pathetically, you know?"

She took her stance. Without any weapons. It was a combat posture, with her weight on her back foot and her front knee slightly bent.

"Watch carefully, Rian. This is the content of the deal I wanted to show you."

In an instant, she bounced like a wild horse and leaped with elasticity. Then Serin twisted her body in mid-air like a dancing performer. The violent momentum poured down on one assassin who was slow to react.

Whoosh!

A spinning kick that rotated like a top in mid-air hit precisely at the temple. The man who was attacked instantly slammed into the wall, drooling.

Thud!

"This is a 540-degree back kick, you know? What do you think? Are you going to mock this as vulgar too?"

"Aaaaargh!"

"Ah shit, you startled me."

Crack!

Serin continued speaking as she drove her heel down onto the crown of another assassin who rushed at her.

"What's with you? Just staring blankly. Is this too vulgar for you too? You're really too much."

"Beautiful. Extremely."

"What?"

"..."

Immediately, Serin rushed toward me with a strange gait. Then she jumped up and down like a whining child, demanding an answer, creating a dissonance with the serious situation.

"Say it again, Rian. What am I like? Should I tell the truth, my little kitten?"

'Is this... madness?'

If I had to describe it precisely, it was clear madness. What else could you call someone who frolicked through such a scene as if it were a children's playground?

I've seen people who had unfortunate childhoods sometimes suffer from madness. Rodrick said the children I'd seen were quite common. She, who had been packaged as a delicacy in the imperial palace while doing menial tasks, must have nurtured the seeds of madness since childhood.

"Poor soul..."

"Excuse me?"

"...I'm sorry, Serin. I'll leave this to you."

Sob.

I didn't want to show that I pitied Serin. If she found out, it was obvious she would feel uncomfortable. So I made a harsh decision.

"W-what did you say?"

"At dawn... again...!"

I ran. I ran endlessly, turning my back on Serin. I distanced myself so I wouldn't have to face the madness born from her sadness.

"Riaaaaaaaan!!!"

I couldn't hear her. I had to ignore it. All for her sake.

'Condemn me as a coward if you must, I'll gladly accept it.'

Far away, her anguished scream caught the back of my neck, but I deliberately shook it off heartlessly.

The sound of bones breaking. The wailing of assassins. Serin's angry outbursts.

Never had I felt more pathetic than at this moment. My pathetic self who couldn't fully accept her madness...

Nothing would change as long as I couldn't remove this cumbersome mask.

"Was it that hard to say it one more time?!"

I squeezed my eyes shut.

◇

Currently, the air in the baron's mansion was filled with humid heat. It was due to the men who blocked the corridors like statues, rushing at me with all their might and generating heat. I also found assassins coming out of Serin's room after searching in vain.

"Damn it!"

"What the hell is this guy?"

"Urgh..."

It was actually somewhat unexpected. All of them, wearing uniforms provided by the baron's mansion, were braver than I expected. The fact that they rushed in despite facing death was quite impressive. It was an unfamiliar experience to be momentarily held back.


No, that's not it. I wasn't held back; I was keeping them alive.

'This is a strange feeling...'

Just from briefly meeting Serin, my will to kill had weakened. She might kill them in her madness... but at least I had developed a slight hesitation.

"Hyaaah!"

At the cross-shaped corridor leading to the stairs, a mercenary who had been lying in ambush at the corner shouted as he ambushed me.

Perfect timing. The blade that struck down at my crown gleamed with killing intent.

Swish...

Black clouds gathered above my head, carrying a faint physical force.

They slowed down the speed of the descending blade. While the man was confused by this unidentified ability, I kicked him in the groin with my boot.

Thwack!

"Arrrgh! You, damn son of a...!!!"

"You cruel bastard...!"

The men who strangely bent at the waist condemned me. But having heard all sorts of insults since childhood, it didn't bother me at all.

As I smoothly navigated the stairs, a sharp spear flew through the air. I grabbed the spear that was stuck in the wall, still quivering, and returned it to its owner along the same trajectory. Piercing his groin was purely coincidental.

"Surround and catch him, you idiots!"

"Uooooooh!"

As soon as the order was given, burly mercenaries surrounded me in a circle. Heaving their shoulders and breathing heavily, they all rushed in at once and grabbed my arms and legs. The distorted faces of the men, intoxicated with a sense of achievement, changed in an instant.

"What kind of nonsense is this...!"

I lifted my right foot and kicked the wall with all my might. Without giving them time to react, I did the same with my left foot.

Thud, thud!

And for my arms, I didn't even need to make an effort as I crushed whatever body parts I could reach with my grip.

"Arrrgh!"

"Damn... is this guy even human? This doesn't make sense!"

Lamentations boiling with indignation echoed throughout the mansion.

With this much commotion, all the servants in the mansion must have noticed.

Yet the fact that they weren't visible meant they had locked their doors and were praying for the situation to end. It was a wise choice, as those here were expendable pawns.

But the baron was different. While these men had little incentive to harass the well-hidden servants, the baron, as the center of the mansion, was worth the effort.

That was why I had been running through the mansion looking for the baron.

"You, what are you...! How could you take down all these men...!"

Child of the deposed emperor. Since I couldn't give that answer, I broke through the last guard blocking the baron's bedroom and opened the door.

Whoosh!

As soon as the door opened, a strong wind blew in through the wide-open window beyond.

Bang!

As the air circulated, the large door closed with an unnecessarily loud noise. Startled by the sound, a man who had suddenly revealed his bare face frowned. It might have been Rude's attempt at intimidation. Regardless, I firmly locked the door.

Click.

The heavy metal sound broke the silence.

After that, I looked around the baron's bedroom.

"You...!"

The baron called out to me. Behind her sorrowful gaze, a glimmer of hope flickered. Yet, as if embarrassed by her appearance, she immediately lowered her eyes.

"Ugh."

The chemise dress torn irregularly by force and the purple bruise on her left cheek suggested what had happened. The reddish hand marks on her wrists and dried tear stains told the same story.

However, judging by Rude's relatively intact clothing, it seemed she had barely avoided the worst situation.

"Ugh."

Rude, who had taken his hands off the baron, groaned. He glared at me as if hostile, then suddenly changed his attitude and smiled broadly.

"Well, our entire mercenary group is here, and you broke through? You're no ordinary guy, are you?"

He nodded as if expecting some kind of reaction from me. When I remained silent, Rude continued speaking as if making light of the situation.

"Let me make one proposal."

Plop. He casually sat on the baron's bed.

"Just look the other way this once. I'm not that greedy. 20%. Just 20% is enough. I'll give you the other 80%."

Rude's eyes rolled toward the baron. It was a negotiation to plunder and divide her property.

"...!"

The baron's shoulders rose as she heard everything as the person concerned. She suppressed her groans, choking as if her insides were being torn apart.

The property she had accumulated through frugality and diligence, overcoming numerous temptations. She must have felt devastated by Rude, who was negotiating her treasures as if they were his own.

Moreover, the person oppressing her was a man she had likely harbored feelings for over a long period.

It was natural for the baron to collapse.

"..."

I silently narrowed the gap. Rude seemed to take this as some kind of affirmation and let out a casual laugh. Conversely, the baron embraced her grief and curled up tightly like an armadillo.

"Haha... is the deal settled?"

He readily extended his hand.

Without hesitation, I grasped Rude's hand in response to his tainted goodwill.

Crunch!

Firmly, with strength in my grip.

"Arrrrrgh!!!"

"Huh...?"


The reactions of Rude and the baron diverged.

The baron uncurled her body and raised her head, while Rude screamed on the baron's bed, convulsing. Before his resounding scream ended, I grabbed his forearm and threw him off the bed.

"Kack, aah... urgh, ah..."

Rude looked up at me. Conversely, I looked down at Rude. A perfectly established position. From there, Rude, who had collapsed, shouted loudly.

"Damn it! What's your problem! Just sleep with that woman once and everything becomes ours! You stupid idiot who can't tell right from wrong!"

"..."

"What? Afraid she'll report us? No, she absolutely can't. She's such an idiot that she wouldn't even think of telling others if she was forcibly violated!"

"Rude, how could you do this to me...!"

"What the hell. Did I say something wrong?"

"I sincerely considered marriage. Even if I offended someone important, I couldn't abandon my person. But how... how could you do this to me?"

The baron couldn't continue and sobbed. A bit more silence was needed before her mouth could open again.

"How can you, and still call yourself human!!!"

"Screw this. Pretending now won't help... enough, you empty-headed woman, what do you know."

"Sob... I... really..."

Rude sighed. He turned his eyes to me with a sense of resignation.

"Haa, damn. The knight in shining armor has arrived. I was just trying to live a better life, but this world is cruel."

I remember faces like this. Eyes that seemingly gave up on life. Yet behind that, a hidden yearning for life. And the will to climb harder than anyone if given a lifeline.

This was the type of person Rodrick would always kill.

But that was separate from me.

I got close to Rude and whispered quietly in his ear.

"Justice is too generous a compliment for me. If I were just, people wouldn't curse me at every moment."

"What?"

"I feel nothing about you trying to kill me. And while I pity the baron, it's not enough to share in her grief."

"What nonsense are you spouting...!"

"So I've been wondering. Why did I feel so uneasy?"

How nice it would have been if I could honestly be angry at Rude's wrongdoing. But even when I followed Rodrick to crush the cartel, I didn't feel disgust at their actions. Not because their criminal patterns were moderate, but purely because I felt nothing.

Compared to the cartel's wrongdoings, what Rude was trying to do was just a cute prank of a child.

Yet why did I harbor a small spark in my heart?

The clue to the answer could be found at the moment the assassin infiltrated.

By her, who came flying like a crazed woman, riding the rope.

"I was a bit surprised."

Crunch.

I collapsed Rude's shoulder. Then I continued to knead the same area, scattering the bones inside like fragments.

"Aaaaargh!!!"

"I'm starting to understand. This must be what Rodrick told me not to keep bottled up."

I easily broke Rude's other shoulder too and tore at the wounds. The sound of bones breaking, "crack," teased the quiet night. Rude's brown hair, which had been neatly combed back, danced to the rhythm.

"Urgh, aaaaargh! Huff...!"

"Still, I don't think this is normal."

I feel like I wouldn't have any regrets if someone insulted me or stabbed me. I'd just think, "So they make such sounds," or "So this is how one dies," and move on.

The reason why someone like me could hate Rude was because Serin had suffered hardship.

Ironically, the first time I hated someone was because of another person.

"Time's up."

I finished up to that point and distanced myself from Rude.

"Now I should leave it to someone with real hatred."

I directed the baron's gaze to Rude, making her aware of his condition. Then, a strange light appeared in the baron's eyes. Her hesitant rising posture revealed a sense of emptiness. However, her tightly clenched fist was oozing with dark, tenacious hatred.

What followed was time for the parties at the center of the turmoil.

I willingly arranged a space for just the two of them by slipping out of the baron's bedroom.

Not long after I left, I sensed a commotion in the corridor. It was a presence that had become familiar despite the journey being just a few days.

She came around the corner and smiled innocently.

"Rian!"

Only then did the dark emotion that had remained at the bottom of my heart, as small as a speck of dust, completely evaporate.

"You're not hurt at all? As expected, the male lead is different."

"I'm not alcohol."

"Ahaha, well, that's true. Ahem."

She awkwardly cleared her throat.

"Hmm, more importantly. My room is still clean, would you like to go to my room first?"

"I will. I also want to hear about why Serin climbed down the rope."

"Do you know about the right to remain silent, Rian?"

"..."

It was still quite some time before dawn.

It seemed we had quite a lot to talk about during that time.

Time remaining until the end of our journey.

Just two days.

Soon, the destination would be near.

Next ChapterThe darkness of the long night was gradually being consumed by a deep blue hue. The baron's estate, which had experienced quite a commotion, was stirring awake unusually early this morning.

When we revisited the baron's bedroom, it was morning, when diligent birds were spreading their wings. Serin covered her mouth slightly after observing the baron's disheveled room. She seemed quite surprised by the scene created by a vengeful woman's wrath.

Rude was particularly hard to look at—he was so damaged that his original appearance was barely recognizable. His brown hair, once reminiscent of a wheat field at harvest time, was now dyed with dark red blood, and his once-intact legs had been shattered long ago. Moreover, if you raised your gaze just a little, you could see his thoroughly crushed groin, which seemed to be crying out.

Rude had fainted without even being able to groan. The baron was sitting on the bed in front of him, maintaining her balance as if she might collapse at any moment.

"To both of you..."

The baron took a labored breath. She seemed too exhausted to even move her lips.

"I've shown you something terrible. I don't know how to thank you or how to apologize..."

We hesitated to speak. I observed the situation without any particular thoughts, while Serin seemed to be carefully choosing her words to avoid hurting the baron further.

"No need to apologize. I'm not heartless enough to demand such things in this situation."

"Ah..."

The baron groaned. Looking at Serin, the emotion in her eyes was close to being moved. Then the baron turned her gaze to me.

"What about you? I want to properly repay you for saving me. And... for helping me with my revenge."

Despite her exhausted appearance, whenever the baron looked at Rude, a spark ignited deep in her pupils. It seemed true that when a woman harbors resentment, the price to be paid is beyond words.

I held back from speaking and slowly approached. At my puzzling behavior, the baron retreated slightly, and Serin watched me suspiciously.

"I also find apologies unnecessary, but there is something I'd like to ask."

"Ah, yes. Please speak."

When the baron readily agreed, I whispered softly in her ear.

"Always be on the Empress's side. No matter what she does."

"What...?"

"That's all I need."

With the baron's support, at least the Empress would be able to stand tall. Now I could ease my sense of obligation even if I were to part ways with Serin. As I discreetly stepped back and watched her, the baron nodded several times and swore.

"I will certainly do so. If you allow me, I will make every effort to the best of my ability, indefinitely."

After making her declaration, the baron silently mouthed a request for conversation.

'Are you keeping this a secret from her?'

'Yes.'

She nodded to indicate that she understood. I also expressed my satisfaction with a silent bow, completing our agreement.

"What is it? Why do only you two know? Tell me too."

"I cannot."

"Come on, not even a hint?"

"Well... to borrow Serin's expression... it's something good, but I can't find a way to express it."

"You're crazy."

"Oh, your manners...! Mmph."

The baron hastily covered her mouth. She was suffering needlessly, caught between the two of us. And so, as this cheap farce played out, the mansion kept its meaningless secret while welcoming the morning sunlight pouring down.

With daylight fully arrived, it was time for us to leave. The rest was for the baron to endure on her own. The baron escorted us all the way to the main entrance as we were about to open the door. When the door swung wide open, the baron aimed unwavering eyes at us.

"Though I may be a foolish woman who was deceived by a wicked man, I know well that trust is not an asset I possess. After all, my identity is ultimately that of a merchant, even if others look down on me. Therefore, I have never once broken a promise I've made. I just... wanted you to know in the end. Truly, thank you both."

Though only a single night had passed, she seemed like a different person.
Perhaps it was just my feeling.
To the baron who bowed once more to bid us a friendly farewell, I announced one policy.

"I'll send someone soon."

"What...?"

I answered her question with a silent bow. The baron's confusion would not be fully resolved for at least half a month. A small gift should be fine for her, who had promised to support Serin.

Inwardly, I hoped she would not be betrayed again.

◇

We had a long conversation.

How the incident at the baron's estate would be handled. What kind of end Rude would meet. How amusing these things were when we stayed overnight. There wasn't enough time to reminisce about our brief memories, no matter how much we talked.

Serin's mouth didn't know how to stop, like a runaway carriage. On the other hand, her sharp eyes revealed displeasure with my mask whenever there was a gap, so I couldn't let my guard down for a moment. This must be what people mean when they say their heart is pounding.


As meaningless conversations passed back and forth, a day went by, and after spending another half day traveling, we finally set foot in the capital.

'This is my hometown...'

It was my first return since fleeing at the age of five. The unfamiliar sensation of my heart stirring made me unconsciously clench my fist tightly. I suddenly became curious about the appearance of the lowly place where I was born and raised.

"We've finally arrived."

"I'm glad you've returned safely."

The time of parting approached quickly. My duty would be complete once I escorted her to the vicinity of the imperial palace. Her home was located just a few hours' journey away.

"Hey, Rahilt."

"I'm listening."

"Can I ask you for just one last favor?"

"Of course."

"Then..."

After hesitating for a moment, Serin opened her eyes wide and pressured me with an excessively sparkling gaze.

"Go on a date with me until evening!"

"A date, you say."

Even I know what the word "date" means. It's when a man and woman who have mutual affection share various activities and exchange affection. That was the dictionary definition of a date as I understood it.

As I hesitated and delayed my answer, Serin pouted and added:

"Oh, don't be so burdened by the word—it's nothing special. Let's just hang out together. It'll help us unwind after all our hard work."

Only then did I relax and put my mind at ease.

"In that case, gladly."

"Thank you, Rahilt. Thanks to you, today itself is a life achievement for me."

Serin's nonsense sometimes requires understanding beyond my capacity. I didn't understand at all, but I just agreed unconditionally. I had learned that Serin would let it slide if I did so.

"Oh, right. Rahilt?"

"Yes, Serin."

"Now that we're here, I'd feel really unfair if I got lost and kidnapped due to carelessness."

"I understand."

"So... let's cooperate with each other."

A sinister... yes, a sinister intention worthy of the name was evident in Serin's crooked lips. It was only natural that my wariness bristled.

"By cooperation, you mean..."

"Well, nothing special. Let's hold hands as we walk around. That seems safest."

"Indeed. That makes sense."

It would be shameful if something were to ruin this perfect situation. Here, I should quietly comply with her request.

"Here you go."

Serin extended her hand as if taming a dog. I quietly took her hand. Her very soft, warm hand with heat rising through her slender fingers.

'But... isn't there too much sweat on her palm?'

I should recommend a doctor's examination before we part. With that resolution, we proceeded into the street.

◇

'Wow, unbelievable.'

He's really doing this, our male lead. If you're this gentle and sweet, how am I supposed to feel about sending you away? Your hand is large but has no calluses, so the sensation transmits directly to my skin.

'The air tastes delicious... My heart is threatening to join a labor union... A waterfall is flowing through my hand...'

If I coax him well, he might even link arms with me. To think I have to seduce this innocent man in the few hours I have left. Guilt and anticipation mix in perfect harmony like a yin-yang symbol.

'The original female lead was quite skilled at gaslighting...'

I look up at Rahilt. He turns his masked face toward me. When I smile broadly, Rahilt's eyes crinkle slightly. Even with the mask covering his face, I could clearly see him smiling back at me.

Ah, damn it. I can't bring myself to gaslight him. How could I say anything bad to my favorite character who smiles at me?

Well, of course, in my current state, he might believe me even if I called a tree a deer... but it's still too much for me.

"Sigh, what am I going to do with you?"


"What are you saying?"

"Never mind. I'm just wondering when to take off your mask, so be careful. I'm also wondering when I might turn into a beast."

So be on your guard, my little kitten.

"I appreciate the warning... but ever since Serin flew into the baron's estate, I haven't let my guard down for a single moment."

"What? Why are you holding such a grudge? That's not like you!"

"Serin made me this way."

Oh my goodness, favorite character. Please don't make it sound like I've gaslighted you. I'm barely holding back here.

But with wording like that, it really does sound like I've tamed the child of the deposed emperor.

I just, well, modestly want:

Our male lead to look only at me.
To feel he can't live without me for even a day.
And to not even glance at the original female lead.

Just that much would satisfy me, right?

'Taming him is going too far!'

Gaslighting pure love doesn't exist in this world. I will protect my favorite character.

"Since we've come this far, let me make one more request."

Our kind male lead, Mr. Rahilt (alias).
Would you mind uttering just one sentence?

"Rahilt, have you ever been on a date holding hands before?"

"No."

"So this is your first date?"

"As you say."

It's my first date too. I came to meet you after grinding through Korean, English, math, and physical education entrance exams.

"They say you never forget your first date. That's how it will be for me. What about you?"

"I..."

"But if you forget it quickly, I'd be so sad. I'd soak my bed sheets with tears every night and be mistaken for having urinary incontinence."

"..."

"So don't feel pressured and just tell me. You know I always respect you, right?"

Perhaps moved by my considerate way of speaking, Rahilt squeezed my hand tightly and finally opened his mouth.

"...I won't...forget."

"Forever?"

"I will."

"Then you'll think of me every day?"

"I..."

"Sigh... I'm already tearing up from sadness..."

"I will, I will."

My, that's quite an effort for Rahilt, but it's still not enough. When you omit the subject and object, even truth can become a lie.

"If you don't speak precisely, I won't understand."

Hmm, I really don't understand at all.

As I pretended to rub my dry eyes slightly, Rahilt lowered his head deeply and answered with a trembling voice.

"...... I will think of Serin every day."

"Wow."

What should I do? Instead of a reply, I let out an exclamation. As of today, my heart is... banned from joining any labor union.

"You did very well."

I genuinely expressed my joy as I vigorously snuggled into Rahilt's arm.

Everything is... according to plan.

"Hehe..."

Next ChapterThe morning of exactly nine days after the departure of the two people with a strange connection.

Rodrick paced back and forth, taking three or four steps in each direction, visibly anxious. His nail-biting and furrowed brow betrayed separation anxiety. Muttering to himself as if he'd lost his mind had become commonplace for him.

"Damn it... Hell... Nothing bad will happen, right? No, nothing will happen. Yeah. It has to be that way..."

It was as if he'd been hypnotized. How could he have so easily permitted something he would normally have opposed vehemently? Was it because of that unnecessary comment from that guy? Somehow his mind had slipped away, and he'd lost the will to object.

'That crazy bastard...'

What child in the world would treat a man who tried to kidnap and sell them as a parent? Damn it, how badly must the deposed emperor and the government have treated the child for this to happen?

But the one who was far crazier than those people was...

'I'm the crazier one for being happy about hearing that...'

It's not even funny. As someone who exploited a mere five-year-old child to raid a criminal cartel, receiving such undeserved kindness...

Of course, it's true that he looked after the child in various ways because he grew attached and felt sorry for them while traveling together. However, he never had the slightest intention of playing parent out of pity. From the beginning, he was unqualified for this twisted relationship.

"I never thought this day would come... I should have lived more honestly."

Regret washed over him. If he had known he would one day receive such pure goodwill, he would have changed his way of life long ago. Even if he wanted to don the disguise of an innocent sheep now, damp black mud clung tenaciously from his ankles to his shoulders.

"Sigh."

As Rodrick was wallowing in his sticky sentiments, a woman in light armor approached from the distance, holding the hand of a young girl, both coming forward without hesitation.

"I wonder why our garbage advisor is sighing as if the ground might collapse."

"Garbage advisor!"

"Don't learn that kind of talk, kiddo. And you, fix your way of speaking properly."

Rodrick waved his hand as if bothered to deal with them. Then he secretly frowned at the woman who spoke crude words without filtering. She, understanding his intention, deliberately avoided his eyes and shook her hand dismissively.

Inwardly, he felt a troublesome combination had appeared.

Knight Tesha.
Lady Eshtiel Elenot.

These were their identities.

"The young lady wanted to visit after a long time, so we came... but why is only a gloomy old man left here?"

"Got a problem with that?"

"The young lady might not, but I certainly do."

"Me too, I agree with Tesha!"

"Shut up. I'm not in the mood for jokes."

"Is this related to the leader's absence?"

"Tsk."

She was a sharp woman. Whether it was her sword or her intuition, every element that made up Tesha was full of keen edges.

"Hmm, I don't particularly care, but the young lady does. She wants to know the leader's whereabouts."

"I can't tell you."

"Can't you tell us even when you see our young lady's sparkling eyes?"

"..."

Indeed, Eshtiel Elenot's silver eyes were shining like well-polished silver coins. Looking into those round, clear eyes made one want to spill even nonexistent facts. However, even without engaging in a suffocating staring contest, there was little information Rodrick could conceal if he invoked the name "Eshtiel Elenot."

This was because the deposed emperor's child had instructed that Eshtiel be given every possible convenience.

Rodrick had to follow their demands, if only because of that order.

"...There was a minor incident caused by members who can't teach an old dog new tricks."

"An incident?"

Eshtiel tilted her head. Her innocent reaction served as the starting point for a lengthy explanation.

Rodrick launched into a tirade, concealing the fact that the kidnapping victim was the princess. Additionally, he expressed himself as euphemistically as possible, considering Eshtiel's emotional well-being. Tesha unconsciously let out a genuine exclamation of admiration at his peaceful eloquence.

After grasping the general outline, Tesha remained silent for a moment before speaking.

"But what are you worried about? Even if they became lost, there couldn't be a safer lost person in the empire."

"I'm not worried about their safety in the slightest."

"Then is there another problem?"

"Yes. The problem is with the guy himself."

"Young lady, let's sentence this disloyal speaker to death."

"Rodrick, death penalty!"

Eshtiel cheerfully pointed at him. This young lady probably didn't even understand the concept of a death penalty. Rodrick's feelings were indescribably complicated as he faced this unbearable sight.

"You crazy woman, just hand the young lady over to me. It would be much better if I raised her."

"Oh my. How dare you try to monopolize her."

"The world's turned upside down, damn it."

Rodrick sighed, but it was true that Tesha was perhaps the only one who could understand his hardships, which made him feel bitter.
If he had to name the people closest to the leader besides himself, it would certainly be these two before him.

"Let's stop joking around... What are you worried about?"


"I told you. The problem is with the guy himself."

"Hmm?"

Tesha didn't seem to empathize easily. Rodrick added more to help her understand.

"As you know, he's abnormal. Both externally and internally. The former isn't shameful, but the latter can become serious depending on the circumstances."

"Well... his personality is certainly unusual. But is it that bad?"

Tesha shrugged her shoulders, and Rodrick clicked his tongue sharply.

"Unusual? That's putting it mildly. Have you ever seen him get angry?"

"No."

"What about sad?"

"Never seen it."

"Or jealous?"

"I can't even imagine it."

"That's the problem."

Tesha finally frowned slightly. She seemed to understand something was wrong but had difficulty grasping the exact point. Rodrick observed this and directly provided the answer.

"He treats himself as if he were someone else. If someone held a knife to his throat, survival instinct would make him knock it away, but that's it. He doesn't hold grudges, let alone any desire for revenge. It's similar with others, though to a lesser extent. If someone were to explode and die right in front of him, he'd think 'that's sad' and forget about it seconds later."

"Hmm..."

"That's not to say he doesn't have genuine emotions of his own. He can be purely happy when he's happy, and he can feel compassion, and trau... no, never mind."

Rodrick was about to mention trauma but quickly withdrew his words. He judged that they didn't need to know that much.

The fact that a child who appeared emotionally sparse had an obsessive attitude toward the concept of "being alone" was a secret only Rodrick knew.

"Anyway, except for positive emotions, he's excessively insensitive to everything else."

In the past, even positive emotions were sparse. In fact, when he was five years old, Rodrick sometimes wondered if he wasn't an intricate doll crafted by the hand of God.

Therefore, the current leader could be considered Rodrick's educational masterpiece, created with blood, sweat, and tears.

"Can you imagine what emerges when a child like this grows up consistently?"

"I'm not sure."

"The completion of a super-grade pushover who wouldn't even curse if stabbed on the street. How appetizing would he be if he remained insensitive even when stripped naked in the public square? Unless his mask was stolen."

"Hmm, I definitely see your point now. Those who haven't had the chance to meet him closely wouldn't understand, but..."

Wearing a mask had been a divine move.

With that eerie appearance, most people wouldn't dare think of taking advantage of him.
Even casually spoken words would branch into countless possibilities from the other person's perspective.
It gave him dignity and mystery, which could otherwise make him appear simple-minded.

'Even so, if they travel together for nine days... it's bound to be revealed. Especially with a princess raised in a high-level place like the imperial palace—the calculation would have been completed within half a day after departure.'

It was a very accurate prediction, but Rodrick had little opportunity to confirm it.

He could only pray.

Hoping that the incomplete child thrown into the world would safely return to his nest,

Wishing for a journey as unwavering as a straight bamboo.

'Please... just don't get eaten. You fool.'

◇

"Lian! I'm tired. Open wide quickly."

"It's too... too big, Serin."

"Are you going to force it in?"

"Force is bad."

"But that's what makes it fun."

Compromise is unnecessary when it comes to goodwill. I stood up and gently pushed the ice cream toward Lian's mask. Concerned that his mask might get dirty, Lian slightly lifted it, revealing his sculpture-like lower face.

Crunch!

The echoing sound of coldness filling my favorite person's mouth resonated. The satisfaction of watching my favorite person obediently bite the ice cream I fed him... it's a feeling that transcends a mother bird providing food. To define it more deeply, it's the taste of a shooting star mixed with happiness and transgression in a ratio of three to seven.

"Hmm."

I bit into the same spot where Lian had taken a bite, cooling myself down. Lian, who had been watching me intently, covered his eyes with his hands and buried his face.

"Serin... I have plenty of money, so it's fine to buy you a new one."

"Mmm."

I can read two emotions in Lian's gently persuasive voice.

One is embarrassment about the indirect kiss. And the other is... sympathy? No, that can't be. I must be misreading. There's no reason for Lian to pity me.

In the end, whichever it is, the answer is predetermined.

"I'll order another one if it's not enough."

"It's not insufficient. There's still plenty left, you know?"


"But there's no reason for you to eat ice cream that I've put my mouth on..."

"Come on, this is when you're supposed to share. Are we strangers?"

"We are strangers with zero margin of error."

"Really now."

But we're about to become family, so we're not complete strangers, are we, Lian?

Who do you think I participated in a succession dispute that wasn't even in the original story for?

Everything was to become emperor and marry the deposed emperor's child!

'You'll never know, even in your dreams, my terrifying obsession.'

I've sympathized with and supported the deposed emperor's child since my previous life. As the story progressed, he gradually became my favorite character.

If it were just fandom for a fictional character, it would have ended there... but for some reason, I came to share the same world as the deposed emperor's child. So I blindly wanted to meet him since I was a baby, and when he escaped the system at age five, I tasted perfect despair.

As a princess, it was impossible for me to even approach him. Even if we became close, it was obvious that our surroundings would tear us apart. But if I left him alone, he would cling to the original female lead, suffer from gaslighting, and be in pain.

Don't make me laugh.

It's been about 14 years since the deposed emperor's child escaped the system. After a long time, we've reached the present.

The density of time that can erode mountains was enough to transform simple fandom into stubbornness and obsession. The trajectory of the life I've run in this world has been filled solely with the deposed emperor's child.

Yes, I've come to a realization.

The only way for me, reincarnated as the princess of this era, to reach out to the deposed emperor's child—that is through the power above all people.

The power of authority that can completely crush the opposition of old-fashioned nobles.

To connect with someone who has been politically ruined, what I needed was absolute power alone.

I worked hard to obtain that one thing.

I studied harder than during my high school senior year and built a reputation in social circles through a thorough persona. Additionally, I constantly trained in the practice field to surpass my father, the male lead of the previous work. Since he wasn't just any protagonist, it might take a bit more time to surpass him, but...

With the summit I've been climbing for over a decade right before my eyes, I steeled my heart.

Well... metaphors aside, the summit really is right in front of me now. After all, our prospective groom is sitting right next to me in this café.

"Don't reject me so coldly. Lian, do you see that couple over there?"

I pointed to a young couple sitting in the corner.

"Yes, I see them."

"Watch carefully. See what they're doing."

"Hmm..."

They were obviously a young couple. I'm not sure if Lian can distinguish between lovers and others, but he'll probably go along with it if I insist. He seems like such an innocent person.

"Ugh."

Lian let out a groan. It was a reaction to directly observing their affectionate behavior. It wasn't sexually explicit behavior from a third-party perspective, just the sweet act of feeding each other snacks.

Even though it was just that much, it was enough to persuade Lian.

"See? This is normal in places like this."

"But those people seem to have a different degree of intimacy..."

Look at that. He's surprisingly perceptive.

But you still have a long way to go, Lian.

"Different? I felt super close to you!"

"Of course, I feel the same, but that's..."

"I guess I was the only one being sincere. I was so excited because you're the first person I've gotten this close to..."

"That's... ugh."

"But it can't be helped. I should respect you as much as I like you... since the one who gives more heart is the weaker one..."

"No, I, well."

I twisted my lips asymmetrically behind my palm. It was transparent what would come next.

"We are... very close...!"

At that moment, his features, which had been precariously balancing on the verge of tears, suddenly brightened.

"Really? You're not just saying that?!"

"Of course... not."

"As close as those people sitting over there?"

"Yes."

And so I extracted from Lian an intimacy comparable to that of lovers. It was truly a dramatic change.

My goodness, the original female lead played with this mountain hare of a man. I'm finding it harder and harder to forgive her. She didn't even logically persuade Lian like I do.

This is why I should love this man sincerely, right?

"I really, really like you too, Lian!"

Declaring this, I tightly hugged his arm affectionately.

Vowing again and again that I would never let him go.

Next ChapterIt's enjoyable.

Even just walking on foot, eating sweet desserts together, or enjoying light entertainment on the street—this world that would be unbearably boring compared to modern times feels painted with the colors of starlight.

Rian. Even his hastily made alias seems cute—this child of the deposed emperor. Though he differs somewhat from what I had always imagined based on my memories of the original work, he hasn't given me even a speck of disappointment. Rather, I find the current bouncy version of him more charming than the original, who thought like a mechanical doll and clung to one woman.

I often make unreasonable demands of Rian. The fact that he somehow accommodates me when I push seems unlike him, yet feels exactly like him. I'm satisfied seeing him take a step away from the original work that I had pitied.

"Rian."

"Yes. Did you call for me?"

"I just called because I was bored."

"...I apologize. I'm not very good at knowing how to entertain others."

"What nonsense are you talking about?"

You're fun just walking beside me. It's not your masked face that's entertaining, but your very existence. This is the peak of my happiness after living a stiff life like a rusty gear in my previous life.

Though I must admit, there's hardly anything as fun as teasing him.

"I burst out laughing just thinking about taking off your mask."

"I'm beginning to wonder if this is how women feel when they're being harassed."

Rian took an ambiguous posture, almost but not quite folding his arms. I could clearly tell he was unconsciously adopting a defensive stance.

"Harassment... harassment. If it's with Rian... that might be nice too. Would you allow it?"

"How could you say something so vulgar..."

"Come now, what's vulgar about it? Come here and snuggle into my arms, my little kitten."

"That 'little kitten' nickname... I wish you would please... stop using it."

"Pfft, hehe..."

I'm experiencing firsthand how convenient it is that men are generally dominant in romance fantasy worlds. After all, isn't there a prevalent culture that denies the very premise of women harassing men? This is exactly what empowers me to approach Rian so boldly.

"I really want to bite you just once."

"What? What did you just say..."

Rian quietly asks as if doubting his ears. This time, I was a bit flustered too and could only awkwardly ask back.

"Did I say that out loud?"

"You did."

Even so, this seems closer to concrete harassment than a metaphorical expression...
I suppose the filter on my lips has loosened because today is the last day.

In that case, the stance I should take here is...

"Can't be helped. Since it's come to this, may I bite you once?"

To brazenly put on a thick skin.

"Is that some kind of punishment?"

"It's a reward."

A reward for myself, that is.

I want to leave bite marks from his fingers to his nape and collarbone. I've only just realized that such dark desires were lurking within me.

"Sometimes I wonder what's going on in Serin's head."

"If you're curious, touch it."

"That's alright. It wouldn't be readable even if I did."

"Why not try before making that determination?"

"Serin...? Ugh."

I boldly pulled his delicate hand. Then I lowered myself, guiding Rian's hand to gently rest on top of my head. This created the illusion that warm body heat was traveling from my head down to my face, neck, and chest.

"It's softer than I expected."

"..."

I rubbed the silent Rian's palm against my forehead. Next, I pressed the warm heat against my cheek, and then leaned my weight to cling to his shoulder line. Until that moment, Rian hadn't uttered a single word.

"Has your curiosity been somewhat satisfied?"

"I think I've become even more confused."

"That's good in its own way."

Unsolved riddles that get more and more tangled tend to occupy one's mind more than solved problems. If I could become such an existence to Rian and be imprinted in his consciousness, that would be quite an achievement. At least I wouldn't be easily forgotten.

The desire to be remembered for a long time was natural for me.


To think that I would encounter him through such an incredible coincidence when I thought I had completely lost the thread of our connection. Honestly, I was convinced it was fate. I even indulged in the delusion that it was a special privilege the world was giving to my reincarnated self.

Because through my past life and current one, he had become my most special person.

Even though I never saw his face or heard his voice, unchangingly, continuously.

"Rian."

"...Yes."

"Are you upset? Because I teased you a bit? Really?"

"Of course not."

Rian denied it flatly, but I found it hard to dismiss my suspicion.

"Hmm, it's really hard to tell because of the mask."

"I'm not taking it off."

"Who said anything about that?"

"Someone has been saying it all along."

"Ah, I see..."

That's right. I've been the one saying it all along.

It was my own blunder, a self-inflicted wound for once.

By the way, he knows how to counterattack now; he's changed so much in such a short time. Until now, I've only been on the receiving end of unconscious counterattacks, like being condemned for calling squats vulgar.

After briefly pretending to be distracted, I bought a flower from a girl selling them nearby, paying an excessive amount. Rian looked at me curiously for this unexpected behavior. He seemed quite intrigued by my smile.

"It's so dainty. It doesn't seem to be any particular species, just a wildflower, I think."

"She probably gathered flowers blooming here and there into her basket."

"But isn't it pretty?"

Knowing Rian wouldn't understand, I still casually held out the wildflower and asked for his opinion.

Since meeting Rian, I've grown accustomed to paying attention to things I hadn't noticed before. And sometimes I ask Rian: what does he think of this, or what impression does that give him?

Each time, the well-mannered Rian would ponder deeply before squeezing out a strained answer. He probably didn't understand. He likely couldn't find any value beyond the material meaning.

Nevertheless, I wanted to show him. From the story I observed in my past life, that even his monochrome world could be imbued with colorful hues. I gave a wry smile to Rian, who still couldn't readily provide an answer.

"Well, I suppose it's hard to be impressed when you're already looking at the prettiest thing in the world."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Ahaha."

Your face.

It was pure fantasy to think that was a genuine question asked out of ignorance. Well, this is a romance fantasy setting, so I guess it's not that strange.

Even though he hides behind a mask, his distinct features always capture my attention.

Golden hair swaying in the breeze and blue eyes that occasionally quake like an earthquake.

It's yellow like the setting dusk, and blue like a lake embracing the sky and rippling. If I were to compare it, it would be an awe-inspiring jewel. An aquamarine that diffusely reflects elegant colored lighting. Even just a fragment of what he possesses contained a beauty too overwhelming to conceal.

"Some things are better left unknown."

"For me not to know something about myself... that's unreasonable."

"I suppose so."

I lightly agreed.

Suddenly, I recalled the early evening at the Baron's residence. The early evening when I squandered the chance to see Rian's face for the first time. At that time, Rian had expressed such emotion that I wondered if he was really the person I knew, leaving a memorable impression.

Moreover, it was a time when I confirmed that Rian had ample opportunity to diverge from the original work. Perhaps he just wasn't aware of it, but the monochrome world was gradually being painted with various colors—a thought flashed through my mind.

That made it even more regrettable.

"The shadows have grown long."

The unkind sky painted a faint crimson on Rian's hair. The setting sun was burning its last energy, preparing to meet the pitch-black darkness. The moment to put a period on this briefly enjoyable journey was rapidly approaching.

"You must go, Serin."

"Yes, I should."

I briefly answered and took Rian's hand. The white hand scorched by the yellow sunlight held onto the lingering moment with no sign of letting go. So a slight jealousy raised its head. No matter how much I regretted it alone, to Rian, this was probably just escorting an ordinary woman.

I should be satisfied with this.

I've confirmed that he's doing well, so that should be enough. I believe that if I ever finish the succession dispute, there will be an opportunity to formally summon him. For now, I can only rely on Rian's fate, which I've somewhat disrupted...

'If he falls for the original female lead after I've made such an impression, I'm really going to cry.'


If that happens, I won't need this tiresome throne. I'll immediately hand over the crown to my brother and flee from the imperial palace.

While immersed in these impure thoughts, the shadows deepened, and eventually the night sky that required walking by lamplight embraced the top of our heads. I must have been uncomfortable, walking without saying a word, lost in my reverie. Only now did I feel sorry for Rian.

Whether he knew this or not, Rian simply quietly announced:

"We've arrived, Serin."

"Yes... we have."

The imperial palace was right before us.

I didn't say anything.

Instead, I stared directly into Rian's blue eyes, waiting for him to speak first. But even after a long staring contest, he didn't seem likely to speak first. So I was the one who gave up first.

"Did you know?"

"I knew."

"Haha..."

At this point, even someone as dense as him couldn't not know.

To escort me, whose whereabouts were kept secret, all the way to the imperial palace. Rian must have noticed at some point... no, perhaps from the beginning, that I was an imperial princess.

"This makes me quite embarrassed, you know."

"I guessed you didn't want to reveal it."

"Well, I suppose we're quite alike in that way."

You wouldn't have wanted to reveal that you're the child of the deposed emperor either. That's why you protected your mask with your whole body as if it were your life.

"Was I not uncomfortable for you?"

"Not at all."

"That's a relief. I've been observing you all along, and I've noticed that Rian doesn't lie."

"..."

"Instead, you hold back your words."

"I'm aware that it's shameless to ask for understanding."

"There's no need to ask. I wasn't upset at all."

"Is that so? Then I'm glad."

After Rian's relief, we stood silently for a long time. Whether trying to choose appropriate farewell words or thinking of more decent excuses, even I was confused and found it difficult to say for certain.

"..."

"..."

Step.

He took one step closer.

I looked up at Rian and tilted my head.

Rian's mask gradually came closer to me. As I froze in surprise at this unexpected action, a soft sensation briefly touched my forehead.

If my intuition is correct—it was unmistakably the feeling of lips.

"Don't get kidnapped again."

Rian whispered in my ear and darkened my eyes with his palm. When I blinked a moment later, the palm that had been covering my vision had cleanly disappeared, and Rian's figure was gone as well. As if he had melted into the darkness.

For a while, I stared blankly at the place where Rian had been, my mind gone.

When a cool breeze brushed past and I regained my senses, I could only silently scream while pulling at my hair.

Kneeling on the cold ground.

'...... Ah... Aaah... Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!'

My favorite, the one I had longed for over a decade, had kissed me with lips that had been sleeping beneath his mask, if only for a moment.

On my forehead, which no one had ever permitted, nor planned to permit.

I became dizzy from the erupting body heat.

"This... bewitching... creature..."

I had firmly believed that I would be clearly imprinted in his memory...

Instead, I was utterly defeated by his counterattack, unable to resist.

A gentle lingering sensation teased me.

As if confirming that a seal had been stamped, permanently imprinted in my memories.

Next ChapterI spent several days as if time in the world had stopped.

I was so confused and flustered that I kept my mouth shut for days. On the other hand, I nodded at the rationalization that my limbs and head had gone beyond control. But when reason began to sprout, I quickly shook my head and denied myself for rationalizing my misconduct.

My time remained frozen at that evening.

Daringly, at that evening when I kissed Serin's forehead.

Even while visiting various villages and walking forest paths, I was dazed, constantly fighting with the recurring thoughts and endless conflicts.

How could I have acted that way? Like someone bewitched, I boldly approached and committed an act I shouldn't have. This was clearly harassment and a manifestation of a broken mind. Even though I grew up in a bad environment, it's not like I never learned morals and rules.

Indeed, I am a person with clear flaws. I can only conclude that. Perhaps from childhood until now, not a single thing about me has changed.

'I... I'm still living in that slum.'

It had been a long time since the slums of the empire disappeared and an era of peace arrived due to the new Emperor's good governance. But I felt ashamed that only I remained in the vanished slum. I resented myself for not even understanding the motives behind my own actions.

If it were Serin, she would say it's okay.

Because she's a good person.

Because she's a woman who maintains a strong personality even when bullied in the imperial palace.

Because she's someone who doesn't match with me, who is covered in mud and ashes.

As soon as I realized my situation alone, my chest felt tight. It's a very strange feeling. If expressed in colors, would it be deep, dark navy blue and dizzying reddish-brown? I didn't want to know these colors of the world. I'd rather return to monochrome.

The man who had been watching me for a long time seemed to easily notice that I was troubled. When I shut myself in for three days after returning to the mercenary group's headquarters, he forcibly opened the door to find me, looking at me with suspicious eyes.

"What have you been doing here for days?"

"I don't know."

"'I don't know'... I told you to avoid such answers. I told you to squeeze out an answer somehow, didn't I?"

"..."

Rodrick looked down at me as I crouched in the corner with his arms crossed. I deliberately avoided his eyes.

No "I don't know" answers. It was a kind of promise between us.

While building the foundation of the mercenary group, Rodrick had always taught me. In that process, he always asked me questions. Just like Serin during our journey.

What emotion are you feeling now, what thoughts come to mind when you see that, what action should you take in this situation—his questions were diverse.

It was an attempt to correct me, who was far from normal in every way. To instill concepts of morality and discipline, to learn ordinariness.

I think he fulfilled the roles of both a normal parent and a teacher simultaneously. It was inevitable that such a Rodrick would keenly detect my condition.

"First, let me ask, is this the kind of trouble I can help fix?"

"No, Rodrick can't."

"Then can you?"

"I... probably can't either."

"Could it be about the princess?"

"..."

"Speak up."

"I won't answer."

"Huh?"

Rodrick opened his eyes wide as if genuinely surprised. Whatever was so surprising, he forgot to interfere with me for a while.

"Well, well, the rebellious phase that didn't come in your teens is finally here?"

"It's not a rebellious phase."

"What do you mean it's not? Have you ever hidden anything from me until now?"

"Now, I have."

"Haha... Well, that can happen."

Rodrick let out a hollow laugh, but somehow it sounded empty. Then, with a rather serious attitude, he asked a critical question.

"That's fine, but clarify this clearly. Is this trouble something that could harm the mercenary group?"

"No. It shouldn't be."

"Then that's fine. I'm uneasy, but I'll stop pressing here. Having one secret you can't talk about is part of being an ordinary person."

"Is this ordinary?"

"At least it's far from abnormal."

"I see..."

I nodded at this small realization. Then Rodrick slowly approached and sat down right next to me. After enjoying a few seconds of silence, he casually opened his mouth.

"Seems like it was a pretty satisfying journey, despite your worries."

"Yes."

"What kind of person was the princess?"


"A good person. Very much so."

"Specifically?"

"She's extremely good at washing dishes."

"...What?"

Rodrick raised a question mark above his head, but I ignored it and continued.

"Sometimes she's vulgar and forceful... but I found I didn't dislike that. She's also good at fighting, so even if we gathered our entire mercenary group, we wouldn't be a match for her."

"Well... she is the eldest daughter of the man who tore apart the beasts of the unexplored lands beyond the north with his bare hands. She's different from birth. Though not as much as you."

"She's a strange person."

"That's an unusually rude choice of words from you."

Rodrick let out a snicker. Beside such a Rodrick, I continued to rummage through my recent past.

"She kept trying to steal my mask whenever she got the chance, which was difficult."

"When a physical monster of that caliber is constantly on the lookout, it doesn't just end with 'difficult.'"

"She tried to invade my room by climbing a rope."

"That's literally a crime."

"I shouted for the first time."

"You did?"

"Yes."

"What kind of terrifying disaster happened?"

"I had just taken off my mask, and she suddenly visited without knocking."

"...So what did you do?"

This time, even Rodrick swallowed and listened attentively. I added a casual explanation to reassure him.

"Fortunately, the bed was right next to me, so I jumped in and covered myself with the blanket."

"That's quite the comedy."

"But then she tried to snatch the blanket away like she was going to tear it."

"And then?"

"With the blanket still over me, I ran to the table where my mask was."

"You're no different from a child."

"I had no other choice."

"Heh, I suppose not."

The conversation between Rodrick and me went on and on. It was just a nine-day journey, but I had so many stories to tell. My daily life with Serin was so colorful that it naturally turned me, who had no talent for speaking, into a storyteller.

"From here on, it's briefly about business."

"Hmm? Go ahead."

"Make a contract with Baron Raden at the lowest possible rate."

"Understood."

"You're not going to question anything?"

"If you, the leader of the mercenary group, order it, I should follow. Unless it completely ruins our finances."

"Ah, I see."

Rodrick's clear distinction between public and private matters was his strength. In fact, it wouldn't be an exaggeration to call Rodrick the actual power of the group. I acknowledge that too, but I was always the priority in Rodrick's decision-making.

"Remember. You're no longer the child of the deposed emperor, but the master who controls the empire's best mercenary group with a gesture."

"I will."

"Well, even all combined, our strength is no match for you or the princess... but we're still useful men with backbone, more useful than the average knightly order."

"Yes. I felt that this time."

It would be a sin to compare them with Baron Raden's mercenaries who were only big in the shoulders. That's why helping Baron Raden, who had a security gap, would be a great help to Serin's situation.

As I was reminiscing about that night at the Baron's estate, Rodrick told me about another matter separate from Baron Raden's case.

"Come to think of it, I should have mentioned this first... Count Elenot's young lady came looking for you."

"Eshtiel?"

"Yes, she was sitting next to that unpleasant female knight, learning strange words."

"Learning bad words is problematic."

"If you know that, hurry up and get her away."

"Hmm... I should go see her first."


"I figured you'd say that, so I called her here in advance."

Rodrick was like a prophet. Because no sooner had his words ended than the door opened, and bright silver eyes showed off their round shape.

Whoosh!

The air from outside and inside circulated, bringing a cool breeze. In that gentle movement of air, long white hair fluttered. The little girl with a mischievous and confident demeanor spotted us and immediately ran over.

"Brother Rihat!"

"Not Rihat, but Rahart."

"Rihat."

"Rahart."

"Rihalt?"

"...Yes, let's go with that."

"Mm, Brother Rihart."

Eshtiel proudly accepted the incorrect pronunciation until the end.

Rahilt. That's my superficial name as the mercenary leader. Having been called Rian for a short time, even I felt uncomfortable hearing and saying it.

I asked Eshtiel with her sparkling eyes what brought her here.

"What brings you here, Eshtiel?"

"I came to show off."

"Show what?"

"I can write a diary well now."

"That's impressive."

"Yeah, so can I go to the Academy now?"

"If you correct your pronunciation, maybe."

"When will that be?"

"Well, shall we ask Rodrick?"

At my words, Eshtiel's head quickly turned toward Rodrick. Then she sent him a silent demand with her eyes, sparkling with burdensome aspiration.

Of course, it was a trick that wouldn't work on the cold-hearted Rodrick.

"It's years too early for a youngster like you."

"Sir Rodrick!"

"See? Didn't I say I needed to separate her from that damned knight?"

"...Yes. Definitely."

I thought Rodrick was making a fuss, but you've grown into more of a tyrant than I imagined, Eshtiel. At this rate, I can only understand why Rodrick is so desperate to take her away...

"Brother Rihart said I could. Why can't I?"

"He's already at a level where he should go as a professor, not a student, little one. Let's talk again when you can say his name properly."

"Then if I learn from Brother Rihart, I'll improve quickly? Can I then?"

"Let's do that."

When I readily agreed, the two showed opposite reactions. Of course, Eshtiel was the one cheering, while Rodrick was the one sighing.

"You're too soft on the little one."

"Eshtiel is fine."

"Anyway, how did it come to this..."

"Brother Rihart is really the best of the best of the best!"

"If Eshtiel says so, then it must be true."

I lightly picked up Eshtiel as she nestled into my arms. As her body floated in the air, a pure smile appeared on Eshtiel's face.

"Hehe."

Eshtiel let out a happy laugh. I repeated the usual request to the lively girl.

"Eshtiel, you can tell me whatever you want anytime. So if there's something you want to do, don't hold back and tell me."

"Mm!"

"Good."

I stroked the head of Eshtiel, who gave me a confident response. This special girl, in a different way from Serin.

Eshtiel, the young lady of Count Elenot.

The last bloodline surviving from the family known as the Sword of the Deposed Emperor.

She was the child born from my original sin.

Next ChapterThe winter of the year I turned fifteen.

It was a time when the foundation of the mercenary group had been firmly established after saving Rodrick's life seven years ago.

Back then, Rodrick was contacting various types of people with the aim of expanding the mercenary group, and among his suggestions, he actively recommended that we absorb the losers of the era.

In other words, his strategy was to reach out to the forces of the deposed emperor—those who couldn't escape the blade of judgment wielded by the new powers. However, I didn't readily accept this. Knowing the shameful past of my father and mother in detail, I was reluctant to extend a hand to them.

Still, Rodrick pressed this agenda on me whenever he had the chance. Eventually, finding it difficult to continuously ignore his opinions since he acted as my brain, I reluctantly nodded in agreement.

"They're among the few who maintained their titles despite being judged. If we take them in now, they'll be of great help later."

"Why do they still have titles?"

"Instead of stripping their titles, they were saddled with enormous financial debts. They can only repay through military service. Given the amount, the entire family would have to serve in the military until they become old grandpas and grandmas to fully repay it."

Since they had fallen out of favor with the imperial family, no other house would pay their debts. Even if someone were to save a ruined family, the benefits would be minimal—that was the harsh reality.

Therefore, Rodrick's stated purpose was to pay off their debt and acquire a title. Even if I was reluctant to do so.

The area we headed to was the border region—the fortress once ruled by Count Elenot of the border, formerly known as the Sword of the Deposed Emperor.

It was a strategic point bordering another kingdom, so the duties assigned there were truly significant. Also, since it was an area that had not yet selected a new lord, it was governed by a representative of the imperial family.

We received temporary passes and proceeded inside the fortress.

Looking around, efforts to combat the frigid temperature were evident everywhere. Soldiers wearing thick coats and gloves to grip cold metal, and crowds gathering near blazing torches. I unconsciously swallowed at the unfamiliar sight.

It was when I was unconsciously distracted by the surroundings.

Sniff.

Very faintly, the sound of someone sniffling tickled my ear. Judging by the irregular breathing pattern and heated exhales, it seemed like someone was forcibly holding back tears. And as if entranced, I turned and walked toward the direction of the sound.

It was an impulsive action I could take because Rodrick was momentarily engaged in conversation with the border region's administrator.

Sniff, hic.

The faint sobbing became increasingly clear. I turned the corner ahead and headed toward a well located in a secluded spot. The source of the sobbing I was looking for could be found behind the well.

"Who are you...?"

It was a child. A little girl with dirty white hair the color of winter and round silver eyes filled with tears.

The child asked me again when I didn't readily open my mouth.

"You're not from here. I've never seen you before..."

"I came looking for someone."

"Someone?"

"Yes."

Though curiosity led me to track down the source of the sobbing, once I found it, I felt nothing special. The child's chapped hands and disheveled face spoke of her circumstances, but I felt only shallow pity. My sentiment ended right there.

Since I'd already started the conversation, I mechanically asked the girl a question.

"I'm looking for people who use the name Elenot. Do you happen to know them?"

"Ennenot? Ennye-not..."

The child sniffled once and then answered quietly.

"That's me..."

"What?"

"Eshtiennye-not. That's my name..."

I widened my eyes, slightly taken aback by this unexpected confession. According to my prior information, the last survivors of the Elenot family were a young couple.

"Your parents?"

"Don't have any."

"Why?"

"They died. Last year. Today."

"..."

It seems the deceased couple had a child. She stared at me with round eyes as if finding me curious. Feeling somewhat uncomfortable with that, I ended up averting my gaze.

"But why are you looking for me?"

"That's..."

Just as I was about to part my lips, it happened. Violent footsteps approached at a rapid tempo, and immediately after, a harsh voice boomed from behind.

"Where do you think you're slacking off! Do you even know what a big problem you've caused?!"

The owner of the voice was a middle-aged woman. She had intimidating eyes and a sturdy frame that gave her a frightening impression.

As if I didn't matter to her at all, she stomped over and forcibly grabbed the child's hand, pulling her to her feet.

"Because of your mistake, all the laundry is ruined. I wonder where on earth we're supposed to find any use for this thing!"


"Mistake? What laundry...? I, I was doing it cleanly..."

"Clean? When the laundry is completely covered in dirt?! This little thing is already looking for excuses!?"

"No... really no... ugh."

The child kept bringing her other hand to her wrist that was being held, as if it hurt. But she was far too weak to overcome the grip of an adult who had lived a harsh life.

So the young girl, caught in a large hand, was forced to be dragged along, matching the adult's stride. And since I needed to take the child with the Elenot name anyway, I leisurely followed behind them.

The final destination we reached was a laundry area with cold water flowing. There, a pile of muddy wet laundry as tall as an adult person asserted its presence. I presumed this was the reason the woman had angrily dragged the girl away.

"I heard everything. You, angry about being scolded last time, secretly tipped over the laundry basket, didn't you? You useless thing... how dare you!"

"I didn't do it...!"

"Ha, then who else did it if not you?"

"That..."

The girl quickly looked around. Then, fixing her gaze on one spot, she stretched out her arm and pointed in that direction.

"Hennyeta auntie did it. But it wasn't on purpose, it was a mistake..."

"Are you saying Henrietta did it?"

"What, what did you say?!"

The middle-aged woman the girl pointed at—Henrietta—immediately stood up and protested.

"It's obviously a lie! This child is rotten from birth, so she's so used to shifting blame!"

"Right, Henrietta has no reason to tip over the laundry."

"No. It was a mistake... not on purpose..."

"My goodness, are you saying I'm trying to blame my mistake on you? How can you be so shameless!"

"Haah..."

The woman who had dragged the child sighed. Then she gave the girl, now branded as a bad child, a fierce look and spoke.

"You really are hopeless. You need punishment."

"Punishment...?"

"Throwing you in the flowing water once should wash away those bad thoughts."

At those words, the child's eyes rolled toward the cold water of the laundry area. Her eyes turned red as she imagined what would happen next.

"I didn't do it! No, I didn't. Actually, I did...! I did it. I really did it. I won't do it again. I promise I won't do it again. So please spare me..."

"Now you're telling the truth? You insolent thing."

The woman seemed displeased with the child's sudden change in attitude. As if her threat of punishment wasn't empty, she dragged the resisting child toward the water with all her might. The more she did so, the louder the child cried.

Just as the child's feet were about to touch the freezing water.

"That's enough."

I grabbed the wrist of the woman dragging the child.

"It's problematic to harm this child until her treatment is assured."

"Come to think of it, who are you to follow us here?"

"A guest."

When I stated it confidently, the woman's grip gradually loosened. The girl, who had narrowly escaped punishment, looked at me with desperate eyes. It was a look that recognized me as the only lifeline that could resolve the dire situation she faced.

"So, what business does this guest have with this girl?"

"I might be able to take the child away."

With that one sentence, hope flickered in the girl's eyes. But with the reality that followed, her eyes sank again.

"Do you know how much debt that thing inherited? Unless you're one of the world's biggest fools, there's no way you'd pay it off!"

"Maybe, maybe not."

Whether it's foolish or wise depends on Rodrick's decision. Because Rodrick is smart, if he decides to pay off the debt, that would be the smart choice.

Meanwhile, the child who was listening to my words turned her head back and forth, looking alternately at the woman at the laundry and me. Then, as if she had made up her mind, she swallowed hard and cautiously approached me.

"Won't you take me with you...?"

The child said this while slightly tugging at the hem of my pants.

"This thing...!"

"I can really grow up well. I'll work hard at laundry, and I'll learn to cook. I'll do everything I'm told. So please. Please take me with you..."

Eventually, the child even knelt down, regardless of her surroundings.

"Mom and Dad died being ostracized. It feels like the world hates us. So there's no one beside me. I'm all alone. I don't want to be left alone... hic..."


"..."

For a moment, strength entered the corner of my lips.

All alone.

That single word rang in my head like a hammer blow.

The three years I spent wandering like a beast after being expelled from the institution stretched out before my eyes.

It was a past where I despaired at the vast horizon, not knowing where to rely or what to do.

The long silence urged my decision. With that, I put my hands under the armpits of the kneeling child and lifted her up.

"Huh...?"

The child made a shrill sound.

"That, that...!"

The woman at the laundry area stammered as if dumbfounded.

"Taking such a bad girl will only cause you trouble, I recommend leaving her even now."

When I gave no answer, the child, feeling a sense of crisis, frantically gestured with her hands and feet while being held by me and spilled out words.

"She's lying. Actually, I didn't spill the laundry. I lied because I was scared. Like, Henrietta auntie did it, like this, like this!"

It was a gesture close to thrashing, so it was actually difficult to understand. Even if I couldn't understand, it was fine. My decision wouldn't be reversed anyway.

"What's your name?"

"My name?"

"Clearly. One syllable at a time."

"Uh... uh..."

The child tried hard to recall her own name with her tiny head.

"E, shu, ti, el."

"Eshtiel Elenot."

When I repeated her name, Eshtiel nodded vigorously with a smile that contained tears.

"Yes. That's right."

"Call me Rihart."

"Riat."

"... Yes."

I left the laundry area and moved to the place where Rodrick was conversing. I had to turn my body diagonally because Rodrick's gaze, seeing me carrying Eshtiel, was quite piercing. In that state, I asked.

"Why are you dragging this out?"

"It's such an exceptional situation that they're asking for more money. But all the people we were looking for are dead, and only the child is left, so even paying just the principal would be a loss..."

In short, he was being asked for a bribe, and Rodrick didn't want to lose money.

"Pay it."

"What?"

"Pay whatever it costs."

"You...?"

He glared at me for several seconds and then cursed freely.

"Phew, ah shit!"

Rodrick clutched his forehead and looked up at the sky. Then, after a brief conflict, he threw a note with a huge price written on it at the other party.

"This, this is... oh my..."

The representative was overjoyed at the amount that exceeded expectations. Ignoring such a man, Rodrick slammed the table and threatened with a terrifying face.

"I'm handing it over because of orders... but to that extent, if I ever hear news that this child still has debt, or has become a fugitive criminal... you will definitely die."

Hiccup!

The face of the man putting the note in the storage box turned pale. The murderous threat was so intense that it even caused hiccups, so it must have been quite terrifying.

"Would there... be any issue?"

"Pray there isn't. For both our sakes."

And so we left the cold border region with the tiny child.

The departing path was extremely quiet and desolate. Yet, one person alone bloomed like a fully opened baby's breath, delighting in even the wind that brushed her cheeks.

Eshtiel, who had been all alone, blossomed with innocent childlike joy. It was a smile like a spring breeze that didn't match the cold earth.

Next ChapterAfter bringing Eshtiel from the border, a long time had passed.

During the additional four years that flowed by, we were gradually becoming quite different from before.

Eshtiel no longer volunteered for menial tasks to prove her usefulness. Instead, she displayed an age-appropriate liveliness while developing the courage to immediately express her desires when they arose.

And I, while spending time with Eshtiel, slowly learned the ordinariness I had lost. Though I must admit, Rodrick deserves much credit for appropriately mediating between us.

The comfort of human warmth was fascinating. In that sense, Eshtiel had become my second family. I don't have a younger sister, but if I did, I imagine she would have been a child just like Eshtiel.

Though it began as a calculated decision, by now I was satisfied simply having her remain by my side.

Eshtiel was, after all, a decent child.

So, since our brief journey ended, I kept Eshtiel close by my side.

Also, as she wished, I personally taught her various academic subjects including languages. During these times, I became a strict teacher who wouldn't allow her to nod off drowsily. I would even deliberately ignore her occasional complaints.

At such times, Eshtiel would puff her cheeks and glance at me resentfully.

"You're so strict."

"Can't help being strict. If you're poor at speaking and writing, you won't be able to attend the Academy."

"Ugh..."

"Of course, if you're giving up on the Academy, we can stop."

I spoke with feigned indifference while gauging her reaction. Given the size of her ambition, the effect was remarkable.

"I... don't want that..."

"Right. If you want to fit in well at the Academy, you need to master your studies first."

"Will I make more friends if I study well?"

"..."

For a moment, I closed my mouth at her piercing question.

Friends, she says. It was a concept I had no connection with and didn't find particularly desirable, so I questioned what the necessary conditions might be. Still, I relayed to Eshtiel the information Rodrick had been feeding me, without filtering it.

"Most people are drawn to intelligent individuals."

"If it's most people, then some aren't, right?"

"When your strengths stand out, you sometimes face jealousy."

"Jealousy..."

Eshtiel quietly mulled over that word. Then soon after, she smiled broadly, revealing her impish ambition.

"But I think being envied would be nice. Mmm, hehehe..."

"Eshtiel?"

"They say shadows always follow light, right? I'm definitely going to become the queen of light."

"...Who told you that? Eshtiel."

"Tesha said so. She said I could become a queen who controls boys just by holding their hands."

'This is rather troublesome...'

While my attention was directed elsewhere, she's grown into quite a dangerous child. Indeed, Rodrick's advice in the field of child-rearing is correct a hundred times over. From today onward, I must keep Eshtiel by my side even if the world falls apart.

Just as I was internally strengthening my resolve, Rodrick opened the door to the study and walked in without hesitation.

Clunk! Thud, thud.

Unlike usual, his footsteps were quite urgent. Raising my gaze slightly, I could clearly see the confusion and perplexity on his face. I immediately asked the unusually flustered man.

"Rodrick? Has some urgent incident occurred?"

"Incident... an incident..."

Rodrick rambled as if in a trance, then quickly rubbed his face with his hands.

"Yes, it is an incident. I had considered the possibility that something like this might happen... but to think the unlikely would become reality."

"Tell me quickly."

"Right... first, I should show you this for the conversation to proceed."

Responding to my urging, what Rodrick produced were three envelopes. Moreover, they were envelopes with gold-trimmed borders and the imperial crest stamped in the center.

Even without opening the contents, the intention was clear, and Rodrick revealed the answer without hesitation.

"They're invitations. For three people..."

"You mean we're being summoned to the imperial palace?"

"Yes. Given the circumstances, it's reasonable to connect this to escorting the princess."

"Serin..."

Can I meet her again? The one I bid farewell to in such an inappropriate manner...

"Oh my?"

At that moment, Rodrick stared at me with wide eyes.

"Serin? Have you become close enough to use nicknames? You?"

"It's just an alias."

"Hmmmm."

Rodrick suspiciously scrutinized my answer as if dissatisfied. Since I had no reason to convince Rodrick, I consistently ignored his suspicion.


"Sigh! Let's discuss that later... First, one of the invitations is naturally yours, as the person who escorted the princess."

"It would be troublesome if I had to remove my mask."

"For some reason, there's a clause allowing it even in front of royalty. Honestly, the consideration is so deep it's suspicious..."

Rodrick placed his hand under his chin as if finding it hard to believe, but I could easily guess the inside story. Surely Serin had stepped forward first and requested such consideration. Even at the risk of her own unstable position...

'What a strange person.'

She usually craved what was beneath the mask so desperately, yet at times like this, she betrayed her desires and showed consideration. I was startled to realize that the corners of my mouth were unconsciously curving upward.

"If we accept the invitation, another one is for Rodrick. Then what should we do with the last one?"

"There's no need to match the number of recipients to the invitations. Two people should be sufficient."

"But Rodrick is stupid. Two people isn't enough."

"..."

"..."

Huh?

Our eyes turned in one direction at the sudden insult.

"Rahilt brother. Can't I go too?"

"Eshtiel..."

"I want to go. You always told me to speak up if I wanted something."

"...That's true."

"And I'm a noble too."

"That's exactly why you can't go, little one."

"Ugh, why!"

Even I found it difficult to take Eshtiel's side this time. It was clear that as the legitimate daughter of the fallen noble House Elenot, she would be the target of all kinds of scorn. I was concerned about Eshtiel being hurt by such malice.

"Rahilt brother, are you really going to leave me behind? Really?"

"Eshtiel, your pronunciation is slipping badly because you're getting emotional."

"I want to go. If it's dangerous, Rahilt brother will protect me. I trust you."

"..."

"Brother, take me with you! Please?"

"Eshtiel..."

I took a deep breath. I guessed that staying silent wouldn't resolve anything. So I honestly shared my concerns with Eshtiel.

"There will be many people who dislike you there. Perhaps there will be difficult things to hear. It's different from here."

"It's okay. It won't be scarier than the laundry women."

"That's true."

"Hey, Rahilt?"

Rodrick couldn't hide his astonishment at my brief agreement. Even I shared the same emotion, but regrettably, it was difficult to find logical flaws in her argument.

"Certainly... hmm."

"Rahilt brother?"

Eshtiel was about four years old when she was engaged in military service. At that tender age, she endured hard labor and suffered all kinds of abuse among rough women. Naturally, she would have heard countless obscenities too shameful to mention.

It was uncertain how much significance such a child would place on gossip about her family background.

"Listen, think carefully. What if there are people who physically bully the little one?"

"Then they'll have to pay the price."

"How?"

"That's strange coming from you. Even if I can't, you can, right?"

"..."

As soon as I casually asked for his opinion, Rodrick became mute and observed us. Eventually, when his halted thoughts began working again, Rodrick opened his tightly closed mouth with his eyes squeezed shut.

"...Damn it, I don't care if the little one cries. I detest childcare at my age."

In a word, it was a declaration that he was delegating the decision-making authority.

"That's good news, Eshtiel."

"Hehe... Thank you, Rahilt brother! I'm so happy!"

Having confirmed the final approval, Eshtiel threw herself into my arms.

I barely managed to detach her as she clung to my chest with her whole body, and sat her on my knee.

Eshtiel's excited mood only began to stabilize after I started stroking her head.

"Traveling with Rahilt brother..."

Only then did Eshtiel's eyelids gradually grow heavy. It seemed the aftermath of the long study session was washing over her along with relief.

I laid Eshtiel down on the soft sofa and began reading the full text of the invitation Rodrick handed me.

◇

In the center of the system stands a symbol of power. That is, the emblem of the era that indiscriminately absorbs everyone's curiosity and admiration. The place where the throne above all people radiates brilliant light, we call the imperial palace.


In fairy tales, it's described as a mysterious place like paradise, but in reality, it wasn't such a brilliant place. Depending on the era and circumstances, the imperial palace could be a den of evil.

'I haven't told anyone, but this kidnapping incident wasn't a simple coincidence.'

The body I possessed inherited the blood of a man once called the nightmare of the north. I was immune to most poisons, and my physical abilities were beyond description. For someone like me to be subdued instantly by a poison—using such a rare, deadly poison just to kidnap an ordinary person?

It doesn't make sense.

It must have been a crime committed with precise knowledge of my disguised appearance.

Although it was unpleasant to sense a threat to my life for the first time in this world... thanks to it, I met the male lead I had been waiting for, so I actually benefited. As repayment, I should personally deal with the forces behind the kidnapping.

'Let's see... there are more candidates than I thought.'

Starting with my younger brother who's in the midst of a succession dispute, to the remnant forces of the deposed emperor... especially the original female lead. There are so many possibilities that it's honestly troublesome.

Swish, swish.

I fell into deep contemplation while repeatedly tossing and catching the silver token the male lead had given me. Just then, my personal maid, who had been watching me closely, spotted the silver token and gaped.

"Oh my, Princess! If it's alright, may I examine that object for a moment?"

"Hmm? Sure."

I immediately handed the silver token to the maid. As soon as I did, the maid's eyes widened in great astonishment.

"My goodness... Princess, may I ask where you obtained this?"

"Didn't I mention it? The person who escorted me gave it to me."

"I-I see."

"Why? What is it?"

I had already heard from him that it was a token that could be used to ask for help once. But after returning to the imperial palace, I wasn't sure how to use it.

'I was planning to keep it so I could wish for marriage once I become Empress...'

I never expected the maid would recognize it. It was an unexpected coincidence.

Soon she opened her mouth, unable to hide her excitement.

"Do you see this pattern here?"

"Pattern?"

"Yes, the pinwheel pattern."

'It wasn't the Buddhist swastika symbol...?!'

Whoever designed it had a remarkably unique aesthetic sense. I never would have guessed it was a pinwheel...

"This is the emblem of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group, the empire's most eccentric organization. And the material is pure silver, right? This material represents the leader of the mercenary group. In other words..."

Next, the maid leaned in uncomfortably close to me, her eyes sparkling.

"Princess, this means you can command the entire Pinwheel Mercenary Group once, whenever you wish!"

"Ah, I see..."

"In short, it's a treasure that couldn't be obtained even for a fortune. Perhaps... was the person who escorted you the leader of the Pinwheel?"

"I think that's right."

"Wow...! Princess, you're so talented! How do you manage to gain advantages even when kidnapped..."

"Ha... haha."

The maid's insight in accurately grasping the situation is remarkable. I was just brimming with desire to marry the male lead, but someone else considers such grand uses...

"The leader of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group was named Rahilt, right? What kind of person was he? There are so many rumors..."

"He's the cutest person in the world."

"Pardon?"

"...No, never mind."

I almost caused the maid to commit the discourtesy of viewing the princess as a madwoman.

I brushed it off with the maid and began to think, focusing my attention on the empty space.

'Let's see... do I really need to use this silver token only for the male lead?'

Rahilt, the leader of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group.

By another name...

[The Child of the Deposed Emperor]

The identity of a man still far from being called by his true name. I turned over three keywords related to him in succession.

'Silver token, mercenary leader, child of the deposed emperor.'

...

......

Grin.

The corners of my mouth curved slightly.

It was a smile born from satisfaction with the increasingly clear big picture.

'Soon, we'll meet again. Rahilt.'

This was a scene from the past.

It happened two weeks before the imperial palace invitation arrived at the Pinwheel Mercenary Group headquarters.

Next ChapterI finished my calculations and left the bedroom. Being a princess wasn't just for show—everyone who met my eyes bowed their heads to me. To be honest, with the common blood from my previous life still flowing through me, it felt rather burdensome.

As I walked among the maids and servants with my luxurious complaints...

"Ugh."

A boy who encountered me from the other side let out a small groan when he saw me. His asymmetrical eyes and cautious gaze eagerly conveyed his feelings. I approached him first and greeted him warmly.

"It's been a while, my brother."

"...It has been some time, Sister."

His response came in a restrained voice. I raised a slight smile and gave a small nod.

"You must have been enjoying yourself, Tesser."

"I don't understand what you mean, Sister."

"Really?"

"What would you like to hear from me?"

"Well, if you truly know nothing, then I'd be satisfied with your silence."

I pulled up an everyday smile and added:

"I hope so. Sincerely. You must know what I've been through, so could you forgive a little complaining?"

"If that's what you wish, Sister."

"Good."

I sincerely hope Tesser isn't the mastermind behind this commotion. If my only brother continues the succession dispute through illegal routes... I would have no choice but to bury my family with all my might.

"Where are you headed, Tesser?"

"His Majesty has summoned me."

"You're so formal. He would prefer you call him father."

"And he'd prefer 'daddy' over 'father.'"

"Certainly."

I nodded silently. Now it was Tesser's turn to ask a question.

"And where are you headed, Sister?"

"I'm also going to see Father. Without being summoned."

"I see."

"Your expression is souring, Tesser?"

"You misunderstand."

I don't want to treat Tesser coldly all the time. After all, he's my family in this life. But as a potential successor eyeing the throne, maintaining an appropriate distance was crucial.

I suppose it's an unavoidable fate, as I'm desperately trying to marry Rahilt.

How much easier would it be if we could resolve this with a physical duel? If I could just beat him up for a day, I'd be the Emperor.

"May I ask what business you have with His Majesty?"

"Of course."

"What?"

Tesser hadn't expected me to answer so readily, so he opened his mouth in surprise before quickly closing it.

Finding his age-appropriate behavior slightly amusing, I casually revealed the truth.

"It's about time my one-sided love moved to the next stage."

"..."

Thud.

Tesser, who had been walking beside me, suddenly stopped. Wondering what was wrong, I turned around to find my brother standing there with a face full of confusion.

After about ten seconds of heavy silence...

Before Tesser could realize his mistake, a loud exclamation of shock erupted from his developing Adam's apple.

"W-what?! No, hmph..."

Tesser desperately watched my reaction. My brother stammered incoherently, making excuses.


"Y-you having a one-sided love? I mean, I had no idea... um..."

"It's alright. No one knows yet. Now one person does."

As Tesser resumed walking in a daze, I continued with a slight smile.

The Emperor's office was right ahead. Being a loving couple, the Empress would likely be with him. As the main couple of the romance fantasy novel, they were always passionate.

I knocked lightly on the office door.

Knock knock.

"Serin and Tesser, Father, Mother."

Permission was granted immediately.

I entered the office with Tesser following behind.

"This is rare. Both of you visiting together so late at night."

"It's good to see you both after so long. Serin, Tesser."

These were the greetings from the current Emperor and Empress, in order. Tesser and I returned their greetings with formal evening salutations.

"I came because I have something to tell Father and Mother. Tesser seems to have received a direct order... Should I come back later?"

"It's fine, Serin. You were already heading here before receiving any message."

"I asked a servant to tell both of you to come to the office."

"I see."

What a coincidence. If they wanted to gather us in one place, it must be an important matter. I would have to set aside my business about Rahilt and the Windmill Mercenaries for now.

After Tesser and I took our seats, the couple sat down on the sofa as well.

We just looked at the two of them, unable to speak easily as they couldn't hide their dark expressions. As this stalemate continued, Father, having prepared himself mentally, finally broke the silence.

"First... Serin. Thank you for returning safely. I had planned to talk about this on the day the Founding Festival ended, but unfortunately, that wasn't possible."

"The fault is mine. I've caused trouble for many people. I'm sorry, Father, Mother."

"I wasn't trying to reprimand you."

Ahem.

He cleared his throat awkwardly.

I adjusted my posture and silently waited for the couple to speak.

However, the concept that came next from Father's voice contained quite a shock.

"The Deposed Emperor's Child. You've both probably heard this term before."

'Rahilt? Why is Father suddenly...?'

While I was speechless, Tesser answered.

"I've heard he's the mysterious person who escaped the island's encirclement fourteen years ago."

"You know well. That's exactly what's known publicly. The child of the deposed emperor and his concubine. Nothing more, nothing less."

"Is there anything else we should know?"

"There shouldn't have been... but I think it's right to tell you. Even if it sounds absurd."

'What is he trying to say?'

I know well about Rahilt from the original work. Of course, I was reincarnated into this world after an accident, long before the story concluded... but I'm familiar with the general setting.

...

......

'Wait, am I?'

Thinking about what I actually know, it seems quite pitiful.

A face with the highest aesthetic value in the world.
The female lead's doormat.
A smart and strong overpowered character.
Low self-esteem and dependent personality.
A flawed mental state.

'...Is that right?'

Looking back, the Rahilt I've experienced seems quite different.


He has low self-esteem but is far from having a dependent personality. While he is overpowered like in the original, his mental state isn't as damaged as in the original work...

Only then did I feel something off and listened carefully to Father's words.

"To explain the Deposed Emperor's Child, we need to mention the founding myth of the Bellonin Empire."

"Do you mean the legend where the first Emperor made a contract with the black dragon and established the foundation of the empire?"

"Correct, Tesser. And he married the humanized black dragon and had a son. That son became the second Emperor. This is why the bloodline of the old imperial family was called the Dragon's Blood."

The founding myth was just that—a myth—so it was difficult to guess why he was mentioning it.
But in the next moment, Father overturned our common sense with a serious face.

"To put it bluntly, that legend is true. Though after generations, all traces of the dragon completely disappeared."

"What?"

"What did you say...?"

Both Tesser and I expressed our surprise. Father then let out a faint sigh.

"More precisely... we thought it had disappeared. Until that day fourteen years ago, when the Deposed Emperor's Child was left alone."

After Father finished speaking, Mother continued:

"Do you know the concept of Ancestral Regression? It's a phenomenon where a distant descendant rarely awakens genetic traits incredibly close to their ancestor. That's called Ancestral Regression. And fourteen years ago, many imperial personnel witnessed the dragon abilities awakened in the Deposed Emperor's Child."

"It must be the result of Ancestral Regression. Dragon power that far exceeds the norm, and the black clouds that the Black Dragon was said to control... evidence couldn't be more clear. Even the Imperial Knight Commander suffered a major injury from a mere five-year-old child and lost him. By now, do you understand what we're trying to say?"

Gulp.

I heard someone swallowing nervously beside me. The couple quietly revealed to Tesser, who was listening tensely:

"Logically, the Deposed Emperor's Child must harbor great resentment toward the current imperial family."

"While we age, that child will only reach his prime as time passes."

"It might be fine while your father remains strong... but I must admit, I fear for the future."

'The fact that you can handle Rahilt until the aging curve hits already makes you an incredible monster...'

He wasn't the male lead of the previous work for nothing. I was suddenly struck by how fortunate I am to have such a person as my father.

'Besides, Rahilt doesn't have any such thoughts, but you're jumping to conclusions. I understand, but still...'

I thought they were going to say something important, but they're just being paranoid. My husband is so innocent—why are you slandering him? You should be more careful what you say about your future son-in-law.

"The only hope we can cling to is... according to tradition, those with dragon's blood have very faint emotions. Records indicate they are empty beings incapable of feeling joy or even resentment."

Excuse me?

He was extremely surprised and shocked when I saw him. He's a person with such rich emotions that he avoids eye contact out of embarrassment during squats. He might be a bit slow sometimes, but still.

'Well... he's not exactly like ordinary people...'

The discomfort was so subtle that calling it "faint" seemed excessive.

"Ah... could it be...?"

"Serin?"

"Sister?"

For a moment, as a past memory flashed before my eyes, my family's attention turned to me.

"No, it's nothing..."

While hastily composing myself, I recalled a conversation I had with Rahilt.

It was that evening when Rahilt was unnecessarily lowering his self-esteem. He confessed his worries about not being able to follow others' normalcy.

[Actually, I'm much better now compared to before. Rodrick still waves his hands in dismissal whenever he recalls those times.]
[Mr. Rodrick?]
[Yes, if I had a father, I think he would be like him. He always taught me various things so I could mingle with people.]
[You had a good person by your side.]
[So if Serin thinks I'm normal, it's definitely thanks to Rodrick.]
[Hmm.]

At that time, I just thought my father-in-law had given him good character education. That was the extent of my understanding.

But could it be that the dragon's blood mentioned in the founding myth... was corrected by such a miraculous educator?

I didn't know the original Rahilt had such a backstory, and this Rodrick person seems to have completely erased that backstory.

"Teacher Ro Eun-young...?"

My father-in-law was a more remarkable person than I had imagined.

Next Chapter"The tale of the Deposed Emperor's child delivered a fresh shock. I was surprised that there was a setting for Rahilt that I didn't know about, and my future father-in-law's abilities were a pleasant miscalculation.

However, I gradually became angry at the behavior of the two people who were confessing their sins. Despite being responsible for the consequences themselves, their attitude of treating Rahilt like a potential atomic bomb made me frown.

So I asked in a tone tinged with defiance:

"After hearing your story, I'm curious about something. Would you allow me to ask a question?"

"Go ahead, Seriniel."

"Why did you two impose such a punishment on the Deposed Emperor and his concubine in the first place? You left them to live in disgrace, kept them under surveillance, and ultimately drove the Deposed Emperor's child into isolation."

I didn't go as far as to say they should have executed the Deposed Emperor and his concubine. It was obvious that if that had happened, Rahilt's birth would never have occurred.

The answer to my pointed question came from my mother.

"I was the one who devised their punishment."

"You, Mother?"

"Yes. But even now, when I recall the day I pronounced their sentence, I wonder if it was the best choice. I question if there might have been a better way..."

She trailed off before summarizing her firm resolve in one sentence.

"Nevertheless, even if I could go back, my decision would remain unchanged."

For a moment, the chilling aura emanating from my mother weighed heavily on the air. With tightly pursed lips, she continued.

"I hated those two so much. Even now, I sometimes dream of them. Dreams from that time you don't know about, when I felt the pain of my limbs burning..."

"Darling."

"..."

"It's alright."

"I'm sorry."

My father gently restrained my mother as she covered her face with both hands and collapsed. Only then did I realize I had crossed a line, and I bowed my head to them.

"I'm sorry, Mother. It was inconsiderate of me to bring up such painful memories."

"It's alright, Seriniel. It's a past you don't know about, so it's understandable."

My mother smiled faintly, but I felt too uncomfortable to look her in the eye.
Because I already knew everything about their story.
I clearly remembered how the Deposed Emperor and his concubine's evil deeds had driven my mother in the world before my regression.

'Her entire family was executed, and she herself lived a life worse than a slave before being branded as a wicked witch and burned at the stake.'

And for some reason, she regressed and arranged a contract marriage with the Northern Grand Duke, which was the introduction of the original work.
While it might have been just text on a page to me, for my mother, it was life itself with all its heavy weight.
However, thinking about it this way raised questions again.

"But... why would someone who hates them so much impose that kind of punishment on those two?"

In fact, there are many ways to make the Deposed Emperor and his concubine suffer more. From all kinds of torture to slave labor comparable to hell. If one simply wanted to prolong revenge, there were countless methods.

"That's..."

My mother seemed to agonize for a moment before confessing guiltily.
Her answer was quite unexpected.

"The child to be born... was innocent."

"Mother...?"

"She was in early pregnancy. It was around the same time I was carrying you in my womb. Perhaps that's why. I simply couldn't punish her, those people... beyond what was necessary, when she carried a life like you."

I was struck speechless by my mother's recollection. And for good reason—memories from long ago, from my previous life, hit me like lightning.

[The child born is innocent...]

That was my sentiment when reading Rahilt's story. And my mother shared the exact same feeling. I unconsciously clenched my fist tightly and lowered my gaze to the ground.

"I thought that was enough. Even if the Deposed Emperor's child... that child's life would be painful under inappropriate parents, I looked away. After all, right? Under normal procedures, they and that child would have been destined to die long ago... So I reassured myself at every moment that I was being merciful."

Her words came rapidly. Perhaps because of this, my mother's breathing was quite rough. My father intervened on behalf of my mother, who seemed to be struggling with the conversation.

"Still, we attached surveillance personnel as a minimum buffer. If the parents failed to properly care for the Deposed Emperor's child... orders were given to bring that child to the imperial palace without delay."

"But somehow he awakened and subsequently escaped from the system, is that what you're saying?"

"You've got it right. And to make matters worse, it happened on the day of the founding ceremony parade, so the emergency command system was chaotic. There were many who misinterpreted the orders... I can't blame that child for perceiving it as a threat."

This was the full story behind Rahilt's escape from the system. It was a case of misunderstandings piled upon misunderstandings until things became irreversibly twisted. If there's anything fortunate, perhaps it's that good people gathered around Rahilt.

'I wonder if Rahilt's lack of resentment toward the imperial family is thanks to Dr. Ro Eun-young.'

I should probably bow deeply to my future father-in-law.

'Anyway... I'm really relieved.'

My parents' feelings toward Rahilt were clearly guilt. That was much better than hatred and resentment.

At this point, I opened my mouth seriously to receive the most important assurance.


"Father, Mother. Then... this is purely hypothetical, but if the Deposed Emperor's child were to return to the imperial family without any resentment, could you accept him?"

"We would welcome it!"

"Wh-what...?"

My father expressed intense affirmation. I could only stammer in surprise at this unexpected welcome.

"You must know that most of the Deposed Emperor's faction, having cut their ties well, have secured seats in the council. Their influence is still widely intact. But if that child voluntarily approaches us... their unity loses legitimacy."

My mother also added her agreement to my father's assertion.

"Naturally, their power would disintegrate, and governing the empire would become much easier. In that sense, wouldn't it be the best scenario if the Deposed Emperor's child were friendly to the imperial family?"

"Hmm."

I was desperate to keep my lips firm. I never imagined things would go this smoothly. Therefore, it was extremely difficult to hide my joy while seeking their solemn permission.

"Fath... no, Dad, Mom."

"Seriniel...?"

They widened their eyes at my suddenly changed form of address. Additionally, they pulled at the corners of their mouths at hearing the familiar term after so long, and their eyes trembled with anxiety.

I ask with a fresh smile:

"Then... if I were to marry the Deposed Emperor's child, wouldn't that be the perfect happy ending?"

"..."

"..."

... Oh dear, was my timing off? An unexpected silence envelops us, making my face flush hot. While I was feeling quite embarrassed, my father was the first to break the silence.

"S-Seriniel. Can we discuss that matter another time?"

"There's no need to decide on a marriage partner so soon, is there...?"

"I know perfectly well how old you both were when you got married... Well, fine. I'll leave it at that for now."

As I backed down obediently, the two of them exhaled deeply in relief. But they didn't have the luxury of relaxing, as Tesser's bombshell statement exploded right after.

"Sister, don't you already have someone in mind?"

'Nice timing, Tesser!'

"Is that true, Seriniel?"

"Ahaha..."

Since I was planning to reveal everything clearly today anyway, I nodded lightly.

"It's true."

"Y-you, w-who have you set your heart on? Is it Marquis Shumeh? Or perhaps your childhood friend, Lord Esther?"

"Ugh, you're really picking the most ridiculous candidates."

Though he's my father, he knows his daughter too poorly. Neither I nor those two would have any interest in each other. Just think about how much trouble I've caused them.

I quickly put away my rotten expression and donned the mask of a woman naturally in love.

"Actually... the person who saved me when I was poisoned and kidnapped was the leader of the Windmill Mercenary Group."

"This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"Well, I'm revealing it for the first time just now."

I shyly cupped my cheeks and recited our beautiful memories.

"He... personally escorted me and guided me to the imperial palace. I was gradually drawn to his consistently respectful manner and how he always prioritized me. He always accommodated my unreasonable requests, and I found myself smiling naturally when I was with him. And the decisive moment when my heart moved was..."

I appropriately cut off my words, and piercing gazes fixed on me. I readily accepted those sharp looks and proudly displayed Rahilt's silver badge that I had prepared.

"When he gave me this silver badge, and held me in his earnest eyes. It was so charming..."

The interesting thing is that this isn't a brazenly fabricated story—his eyes really were earnest. I still don't know why Rahilt looked at me with those moist eyes.

"So, you know how there's going to be a banquet at the imperial palace for Mother's upcoming birthday? If you both permit... I'd like to give him an invitation. Would that be alright?"

I wiggled my eyebrows up and down, urging an answer from the couple. However, neither my father, my mother, nor Tesser could do anything but organize the situation with blank expressions. Especially my father, who repeatedly opened and closed his lips, trying to form words.

In the midst of this scene of astonishment, my mother was the first to gather her wits and show her resolve.

"If it's our daughter's request... we can't refuse, right, dear?"

"Of course. We should verify what kind of... dog... no, person he is... let's at least see his face."

Oh dear, seeing his face would be paradise for me, but it might be difficult.

So, I quoted Rahilt's circumstances exactly as Dr. Ro Eun-young had used as an excuse. The two of them glared at me with even more displeased faces, but... not a chance, I deliberately played dumb.

"I'm already looking forward to the meeting."

"..."


Tesser looked at me with disgusted eyes.

"Since I've already found my match, perhaps you should look for yours at this banquet? Tesser."

"Ugh..."

When I countered with murderous eyes, Tesser lowered his eyes diagonally like a scolded large dog.

'I'm half serious, but his reaction is too much.'

Since the imperial crown is mine anyway, I hope Tesser pursues romance rather than political strategy.

Surely somewhere, there's a partner who would be crazy about him waiting for him. Just like how I want Rahilt.

'I want to see you soon... my love.'

◇

"Has brother Rihart been to the imperial palace before?"

"This is my first time too."

"I see."

Eshtiel's voice sank. Now that we were approaching the system, he seemed to be holding tension.

"Will the prince be there?"

"It's not prince, but imperial prince."

"Imperial prince."

"Yes."

"What kind of person is the imperial prince?"

"Who knows."

Strictly speaking, Eshtiel is already looking at an imperial prince right now. But not wanting to break the fantasy gleaming in his eyes, I kept my mouth shut. Rodrick looked at me and smirked with a face that said I was ridiculous.

"I'm excited."

"About the imperial prince?"

"No."

Eshtiel leaned against me, and I supported his nodding head.

"Eating delicious food with brother Rihart..."

I stroked Eshtiel's head as he dozed off. For some reason, his words made me happy.

I've felt these emotions becoming more distinct than before since meeting Serin.

It wasn't bad.

After confirming that Eshtiel was asleep, I took off my mask. Seeing my face, Rodrick grinned and asked:

"How would you have felt if the kid had said he was looking forward to seeing the imperial prince instead?"

"Why do you ask?"

"Just answer."

"Hmm."

I imagined Eshtiel being conscious of the imperial prince without questioning it. Eshtiel smiling brightly, looking forward to someone whose appearance he didn't even know...

The answer came more specifically than expected.

"I'd feel... displeased."

"Is that so? That's good too."

"Good? Why is feeling displeased good?"

"Well, it might be a good choice to ponder it yourself for a long time."

"Is this homework you're giving me because my flaws are prominent?"

Rodrick shook his head at my words.

"Whether there are flaws or not, everyone goes through contemplation about the source of their emotions. You just need a little more time for that contemplation."

"I see."

"Don't I know you?"

"... Alright. I'll think about it on my own."

Inside the swaying carriage.

This was our conversation as we reached the threshold of the system.

Next ChapterOn the day of the Empress's birthday celebration.

I was accompanying Eshtiel on a tour of the island while waiting for early evening when entry to the palace would be permitted.

Until now, Eshtiel's world had consisted only of the freezing frontier and the comfortable mercenary headquarters. So it wasn't surprising that a young girl would be captivated by the festive streets of the island.

"Rahilt, I want to go over there."

"You mean where they're selling skewers?"

"Yeah. It smells sooo good."

Eshtiel nodded her head vigorously. If she had been drooling, it would have splattered everywhere.

"You'll have to eat carefully so you don't make a mess."

"Then you can feed me."

"I suppose I have no choice."

I cheerfully agreed and ordered a meat skewer from the street vendor. The vendor gave me a suspicious look because of my mask, but soon smiled with business in mind.

The meat sizzled on the hot plate, spreading a delicious sound. Eshtiel froze like a statue with her mouth open, while I clutched my chest slightly as memories of my childhood on the island flickered through my mind.

It should be time to forget, but memories come alive unexpectedly, like hot water splashing on wounds I've been ignoring. Like a ghost gripping my shoulder and whispering in my ear.

'My mother was going to buy me skewers too.'

She was holding me, about to cross the street when a minor altercation broke out. After a brief scuffle, she lost her life senselessly, disappearing beneath a mound of insults from passersby.

'She was... an evil person. My mother.'

She proudly boasted about taking countless lives in her pursuit of my father.
Until the end, she cursed the rulers of the new era without even a pebble's worth of remorse.
Her eyes looking at me were filled with a desire for power.

Therefore, I shouldn't express regret over her death. That would be tantamount to insulting the victims of her tyranny.

'But I can't help it...'

When did it start?

As time passed, while imitating and learning others' normalcy, emotions that should have been suppressed bloomed.
It was an impurity that ached inside my chest whenever I recalled the parade from fourteen years ago.

If I had to define it, it would be sadness.

Feelings for the only woman who had been on my side during my lonely childhood.

Yet I felt strangely broken for not harboring any resentment or hatred toward those who had oppressed us.
That was fortunate, at least.
I self-diagnose that this is something better left unknown.

While I pushed the flickering heat deep inside my chest, Eshtiel let out an exclamation.

The long-awaited skewer was finally ready.

"Here you go, I packed it full because the little miss is so cute."

"Thank you, mister!"

"Well, is that what it feels like to have a daughter?"

We left the vendor behind with his thoughts of future children and headed toward the main street. Along the way, I fed Eshtiel a bite of the skewer and asked for her opinion.

"Is it good, Eshtiel?"

"Yeah. It's so yummy without the fat."

"You shouldn't be picky."

"But I eat my veggies well. I just don't like fat."

"Oh dear."

While outwardly scolding her, I stroked Eshtiel's snow-white hair. I imagined what it might have been like if I had successfully bought skewers at the last parade. In that sense, my excessive care for Eshtiel was also a kind of vicarious satisfaction.

"Rahilt! That, that!"

Eshtiel suddenly ran off. Seemingly tireless on her short legs, she pointed excitedly in the direction of her interest while running with sparkling eyes.

"Hurry up~!"

"You'll fall if you run too fast."

"Don't care, don't care, hurry up!"

"Alright."

Though I spoke smoothly, in reality I only quickened my pace slightly. Enduring Eshtiel's urging, I arrived near a towering massive tent.

Inside the tent, large enough to be seen only during grand festivals, a famous theater troupe was rehearsing behind the curtain.

"I've never seen a play before!"

"Neither have I."

"You haven't either, Rahilt?"

"I'm afraid not."

"Then we definitely have to see it!"

"Hmm."

It wasn't an option I could refuse. I wasn't particularly interested in plays, but it would be good to broaden my horizons. Above all, with Eshtiel looking forward to it so much, there was no reason not to enter.

I picked up Eshtiel and joined the waiting line. I couldn't let her exhaust herself standing in line before even watching the play.

The wait was indeed considerable. Even Eshtiel, who had been wide-eyed with excitement at everything new, was yawning with her mouth wide open. Still, the wait was worth it, as we managed to get seats in what could be called a prime location to watch the play.

"Yaaawn... Rahilt, aren't your legs tired?"

"Not at all."

"You're really strong."


"When you grow up, you'll be able to handle this much easily."

"Really?"

"Of course."

"But I don't think Rodrick could do it."

That would have deeply hurt Rodrick if he had been sitting next to us. Somehow, Eshtiel's evaluation of Rodrick kept falling without her realizing it.

'...I wonder how Eshtiel sees Rodrick?'

He may seem like a pushover, but he's actually an impressive person. Before his career was cut short for trying to kidnap me, he had spread his reputation throughout the empire...

Considering that everything I've learned came from Rodrick, I could go on at length about him.

"I want to grow up quickly..."

As Eshtiel stretched and expressed her regret, a woman who had just sat down in the seat next to her let out a faint laugh.

"My, the little miss is quite pessimistic."

Eshtiel tilted her head at the stranger who suddenly spoke to her, then:

"Who are you, auntie?"

"Auntie...?"

She bluntly made an extremely impolite remark. I bowed my head to make up for the unintended rudeness.

"My child has been rude. Could you please forgive her?"

"I don't particularly mind what the child said."

"Auntie?"

"Who's an auntie...! Hmm, hehe..."

She seemed to mind a great deal, but since I'd already been forgiven, I decided to brazenly pretend not to notice. And it seemed she was doing the same, brazenly maintaining a poker face despite clearly caring about the child's words.

"Child, won't you call me big sister?"

"Umm..."

"But I'm only twenty years old, so maybe it would be inappropriate to be called that..."

"Ummmm..."

"Come on, try saying it. Big. Sister."

"Ummmmmmmm..."

For some reason, Eshtiel's stubbornness showed no signs of yielding. She wasn't usually this rudely stubborn...

Finally, I stepped in to mediate between the two women.

"Eshtiel, don't be like that. Call her once. It's impolite."

"Fine..."

Eshtiel looked at the woman in the next seat with a dejected expression. At the same time, the woman's eyes, which took great interest in the child's words, became slightly triumphant. Just as Eshtiel's lips were about to part.

"Thank you for waiting, everyone! As always, please welcome the Richelle Theater Troupe, which will reward your patience with the finest performance... with a round of applause!"

Whoosh!

Without a trace of lingering attachment, Eshtiel turned her gaze and began clapping her tiny hands. The woman seemed slightly upset by this innocent behavior, but soon regained her composure and joined in the applause. However, her clapping sounded strangely listless.

As the curtain rose and the background of the play was introduced in a clear voice, Eshtiel was entranced by the stage.

Meanwhile, the mysterious woman pursed her lips and folded her arms, but honestly, it didn't matter. As long as Eshtiel was enjoying herself, my purpose was more than fulfilled.

'...Huh?'

But I became a bit perplexed. The plot of the play was roughly based on the current Emperor, specifically focusing on the period when he was the Northern Grand Duke.

I wasn't bothered at all, but I was worried about Eshtiel. After all, the current Emperor had played a part in her unfortunate childhood.

I carefully shifted my eyes to Eshtiel's profile.

"Wow..."

'I was worried for nothing.'

Eshtiel, letting out a low exclamation, showed her excitement with her whole body. Especially when the Northern Grand Duke's brilliant battles unfolded on stage, she looked ready to cheer.

However, due to the direction of my gaze, I couldn't help but also observe the strange woman, who was watching the play with an expressionless face, as if her facial muscles had stiffened.

A clear temperature difference collided across the distance of just one seat.

I set aside my unsettled feelings and counted the time. Since I wasn't particularly interested in the play's content, I just hoped the curtain call would pass quickly.

◇

"Wow, Rahilt, did you see? The Northern Grand Duke was really cool!"

"Indeed."

"Yeah. From today, my dream is to be the Northern Grand Duke!"

"I'm glad you've decided to study hard, Eshtiel."

"...Why would you say that?"

"It's only natural that you need to be wise to manage a grand duchy."

A perfectly reasonable admonition. But Eshtiel proudly denied it, even wagging her index finger from side to side.

"Nope, that's not it. I'm going to gather smart people who will listen to me well."

...!

I could only close my mouth at Eshtiel's confident declaration. Although it might be a shallow excuse from a child, it penetrated the essence of kingship.

There are two paths for a ruler.

One is to become a sage oneself and lead everyone to an ideal.

And the other is to keep wise people close and listen to their opinions.

'Perhaps... Eshtiel truly has outstanding qualities?'

According to imperial law, Eshtiel's current status is "Lady Elenot," but as soon as she becomes an adult, she will automatically become "Countess Elenot." In other words, she already has some background in place.

Yes, Eshtiel definitely needs to study. If this festival ends safely, I hereby vow to thoroughly oversee Eshtiel's education.

As I was nodding my head while establishing future plans for Eshtiel:

"Excuse me, but may I accompany you for a while?"

It was the twenty-year-old woman who had been pleading her youth to Eshtiel.
I was about to politely decline her request when I hesitated at the title she used.

"Leader Rahilt of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group."

"Looks like Rahilt is famous."

"Of course, miss. He's the head of the mercenary group that provides the empire's finest service. Though... few have seen him in person."

I asked her with a sidelong glance:

"How did you recognize me?"

"A masked gentleman accompanying Lady Elenot... it's obvious. It's well-known that the Pinwheel Mercenary Group is in charge of the young lady."

It wouldn't be easy to recognize Eshtiel, who hadn't even made her debut yet. This suggested the woman had considerable information networks.

"And I have a personal interest... if it's not inconvenient for the leader, I'd like to enter the palace together?"

If it was pure goodwill, there was little reason to refuse.

The pretty earrings the woman wore were of such high quality that even decent nobles couldn't afford them. Therefore, she was likely a lady from a fairly well-known family. Displaying a certain level of acquaintance would be a great help to Eshtiel, who had no foundation.

After some consideration, I accepted her company.

"Very well. Let's go together."

"Ugh..."

Eshtiel let out a dissatisfied groan. Since the woman had already joined us, it was awkward to openly ask what was bothering her.

Could she see something that only a child's eyes could perceive?

...That's probably an exaggeration.

"Nice to meet you, Lady Elenot."

The woman smiled warmly and gave a formal greeting. However, Eshtiel...

"Hello, aun..."

...

......

Bow.

Eshtiel cut off her words there and slightly bowed her head in silent greeting. At this attitude that seemed to mock the other person, the woman's lips rose asymmetrically.

"Ha... haha, ha..."

Though she tried to smooth it over with laughter, she couldn't win against Eshtiel who deliberately ignored her.

And the woman's puzzling reaction soon reached its climax.

It was because of a familiar figure that caught our attention from the distance.

"Ah...!"

An exclamation that could be heard from here soared powerfully. Indeed, it would be strange not to recognize me. Anyone would recognize me with my unchanged appearance and mask.

The owner of the exclamation pushed aside bystanders and approached while waving enthusiastically.

"Rahil... no, Riaaaaan!"

"Serin...?"

I thought we would only meet after entering the palace. At this unexpected reunion, I could only stare at her in astonishment.

Serin ran quickly.

She came running as if she would throw herself into my arms at any moment, but she lost momentum in an instant.

Screech!

Her expression hardened. Her accelerating feet came to a sudden stop, raising dust. She looked like she had a lot to say. Yet she deliberately swallowed her emotions as if her throat was constricted, all of which showed on her face.

As I was at a loss about how to respond to her puzzling reaction:

Serin, who had reached the limit of her patience, finally lifted her heavy lips.

"Why is Rian... with that woman...?"

"I pay my respects to Princess Seriniel. But... Rian?"

At the woman's calm question, Serin sharpened her tone.

"That's none of your business, so please mind your own affairs."

"How can that be? He's going to be my partner tonight."

"What, what did you say? Is that true, Rian?"

Serin's suspiciously urgent attitude was puzzling. Conversely, the talk about a partner was news to me, so I was about to raise an objection.

If it hadn't been for Eshtiel who suddenly jumped out, I certainly would have done so.

"Excuse me."

Eshtiel tilted her head.

"Who are you, big sister?"

At that simple question, someone's expression instantly soured.

Next Chapter"I thought I was going crazy, witnessing a scene too unbearable to accept.

How could this be happening?

Those who curse female leads in romance fantasy novels for despairing about being unable to escape their original fate should experience this firsthand. Then they'd understand why female leads become so fixated on the original story—the reasoning is overwhelming.

Like saying, "There's no way the male lead from Detective Conan would fall for me."
Or "It's impossible for the male characters from Inuyasha to become obsessed with me."

In short, female leads make rational assumptions after considering various possibilities.

And that's exactly where I am now.

The original female lead who lured Rahilt with her gaslighting. And Rahilt, who blindly became her doormat. Honestly, I couldn't imagine inserting myself between them. Not without some trashy hypnosis app or a golden sun cheat key.

How dare I...

How dare I, a mere villain character, think I could come between them...

Between the original female lead, Lady Rashera Ruat, and Rahilt, the child of the deposed emperor.

By some mysterious coincidence in this vast empire, they had met and were conversing without hesitation. Truly a meeting that could only be described as fate.

And this bitch, who's already benefiting from such a miracle, has the audacity to say:

"How could that be? You're going to be my partner tonight."

To make matters worse, my heart was racing so fast and my blood was boiling that only certain keywords were being imprinted in my mind.

Night, and partner.

What are they doing at night?
What kind of partner is she talking about?
Who does this vulgar woman think she's reaching out to?

My nails dug into my palms as I clenched my fists. I probably drew blood. The tips of my nails might have turned as red as nail polish.

The blood of the Northern Grand Duke flowing through me urged me on. One swift punch right now could eliminate a future threat completely. Crushing the skull of a snake-tongued socialite would take but a moment.

'Calm down, you must calm down.'

Rahilt is right in front of me. Even if I harbored murderous intent, he would likely stop me. Not only that, but I could also cause irreparable disappointment.

'What expression is Rahilt making? Damn, I can't see because of the mask.'

I've never wanted to tear off Rahilt's mask more than now. Yet paradoxically, I find myself relieved that he's wearing it. If he were looking at her with an expression he's never shown me, I would have crumbled right there.

Moreover, the feelings connecting my past and present lives, and the efforts I've built up over 19 years in this life, would all turn to bubbles in an instant...

I felt my eyes reddening suddenly. It took less than 10 seconds for these complex emotions to tangle and bring me to this point.

Is this the end?

Is there really no space for me to squeeze in?

As I desperately tried to suppress the feeling of my heart dropping, a little girl came running up, revealing her adorable self.

The child spoke:

"Who are you, big sister?"

She was so cute that once you saw her, you could never forget her. Perhaps because of this, my pounding heart gradually stabilized. I could look directly at Rahilt now, and had the composure to observe Rashera, the original female lead.

And so, I was able to observe.

Rashera's subtly rotten expression and her hasty attempts to hide it.

The world that had been colored in monochrome suddenly regained its true colors.

That's when I noticed.

The cracks in their relationship buried under prejudice, and the blue eyes of Rian filled with bewilderment.

So I bent down to the child's eye level and said:

"I'm Serin."

Serin, not Seriniel. I taught her the name he was familiar with calling me.

"And what might your name be, little miss?"

"I'm Eshtiel. Eshtiel Elenot."

"That's a beautiful name."

"Yours too!"

Eshtiel beamed with a bright smile. She was so lovable that I wanted to hug her tight and take her for a walk.

'I see... so this child is...'

Lady Eshtiel Elenot. I already knew about her, not from the original story, but from my duties as the imperial princess managing the empire's affairs.

The only family among the deposed emperor's remaining forces that hadn't had their title revoked.
Therefore, a future countess who would have a title but no land or wealth.
Special note: The Windmill Mercenary Group paid off her debts and is currently protecting her.

That was all I knew about Eshtiel.

'Is this... a bad connection?'

Rahilt has no grudge against the imperial family, but I can't be sure Eshtiel feels the same. As someone close to him, I want to make a good impression, but fate is truly troublesome.

Whether aware of my feelings or not, Eshtiel approached me and wrapped her small, delicate hand around mine.

"Brother Rihart. I want to go with big sister Serin."

"Eshtiel will be busy. You'll have a chance to meet her soon."

"No?! I'm not busy at all! I'm the least busy person in the world!"

"Shouldn't Serin be busy...?"


That's right.

I'm well aware.

Rahilt's admonition is absolutely correct.

It's my mother's birthday celebration, and as the eldest daughter, it would be strange if I weren't busy.

However.

'Who cares?'

I'm sorry for growing up as a dutiful daughter with a fire attribute... but this is something that must be forgiven. After all, my mother's son-in-law is in danger of being NTR'd, so my duties are insignificant in comparison. My mother, who regressed and captured my father, would surely understand.

Yes, she must.

So I responded with a smile that wiped away all worries and concerns.

"I only have a few minor tasks left, so it's not a problem. Besides, how could I refuse such an adorable young lady's request? I should even bring back time that has already passed!"

"If Serin is truly fine with it..."

Rahilt trailed off, unable to shake off his uneasiness. I diverted his attention before his suspicion could grow.

"By the way, I wanted to ask something. Are you close with her?"

"Her? Her? What kind of manners are those for an Imperial Princess...!"

"Oh, I don't care about that. Rian, please answer me honestly."

To my direct question, Rahilt gave an immediate response.

"I met that lady for the first time today. It would be presumptuous to claim we're close."

"Yet you accepted her partner request?"

"I only agreed to enter the palace with her... I think she misinterpreted that."

Then came Rahilt's polite apology.

"It's my fault for making confusing statements, so I humbly ask for your forgiveness."

"...I accept your apology."

From their brief exchange, I could immediately deduce what had happened.

'Ah, so that's how it was.'

If they just enter the palace together, seducing him to become her partner would be as easy as eating rice cakes lying down. Since they're already accompanying each other, who would refuse if asked to be partners without a grand reason? Especially Rahilt, who wouldn't have a partner anyway, would have even less reason to refuse.

'Rashera's original partner would have been her brother, so it would be easy to get his understanding.'

That was Rashera's background setting and what I had observed about her. Even in the original story, it was mentioned that she always had her brother as her partner until she lured Rahilt.

'By the way, Rahilt is quite skilled at managing situations.'

Despite not having done anything particularly wrong, he offered an excessive apology. This means that anyone who doesn't accept it would be seen as the villain.

An apology that lowers oneself more than the other party expects is truly effective.

Therefore, I confirmed a hopeful truth.

'In other words, concepts like "the original story's compulsive force" don't exist in this world.'

Damn.

"I thought it was a compulsive force, but it was actually a misunderstanding" is such a cliché in romance fantasy novels, yet I fell for it completely.

How much false accusation have female leads who were possessed or reincarnated endured until now?

I gathered my wits and looked at Eshtiel, who was holding my hand tightly. She seemed to have something to say, her plump cheeks full of words.

"Shall we go, Eshtiel?"

"Where?"

"To the imperial palace. Don't you want to see it first?"

"I really want to see it!"

"Mmm, if you want to see it, you should. What do you think, Rian?"

When I turned around to ask his opinion, Rahilt gave his typical exemplary answer.

"I'll follow Eshtiel's wishes. This outing was for Eshtiel from the beginning."

"That's good."

It felt like an old weight was dissolving in rainwater. I boldly took the place beside Rahilt and delivered an ultimatum to Rashera, who was standing like a pole.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going on your way?"

"Commander Rihart agreed to enter the palace with me..."

"I'm sorry, but it seems Eshtiel's single word weighs more than such a casual promise."

"Then I'll also go to the imperial palace."

"My, is the imperial palace a place one can enter as casually as going for a neighborhood stroll? Even I, the imperial princess, didn't know that! I was under the impression everyone needed my invitation to barely cross the threshold."

"Ugh..."

"Unfortunately, it's equally open to those who received invitations from early evening, so please visit at your leisure. Of course, our adorable young lady is an exception, right?"

I grinned at Eshtiel, and she returned a naive smile.
It was just an impression, but I felt that Eshtiel was also uncomfortable with Rashera.

'But for someone of Rashera's status, there's no reason to insist on a mercenary commander... why is she approaching Rahilt, who hasn't even been revealed as the deposed emperor's child?'

I won't be able to find out here.

In any case, I understand that her intentions cannot be good if she's involved. It's an extremely biased way of thinking, but it doesn't hurt to be careful. At least I can preemptively block any NTR developments.


"Haah..."

Rashera exhaled deeply. She seemed unable to find a way to overcome this obstacle. As she was about to leave, hiding her anger, I caught her by the nape with my words.

"Lady Ruat."

"...Yes, Your Highness."

"You should do what needs to be done before leaving."

She responded to my command with silence.

Is her thinking so immature that she can't grasp the situation?

Can't be helped. I'll have to teach her directly.

"A greeting."

"Pardon?"

"You should uphold the etiquette and dignity you emphasize so much."

"..."

Grind.

Though it wasn't close enough to hear teeth grinding, a chilling friction sound seemed to linger in my ears.

She composed her twisted lips and bowed her head to me.

"I shall... take my leave now."

Only then did I cheerfully wave my hand with a light heart.

"Goodbye, Lady Ruat. See you soon."

Know that I'll kill you if you cross the line.

◇

In truth, my aversion to Rashera didn't solely stem from her being the original female lead entangled with Rahilt.

She was my polar opposite as an imperial princess because she was part of the deposed emperor's remaining forces. This meant she was someone I would eventually have to eliminate politically. After all, the Ruat marquis title would eventually be inherited by either her brother or herself.

'It wasn't for nothing that we were positioned as the female lead and villain.'

Already being in the deposed emperor's faction, and holding the card of being the deposed emperor's child, how much crisis would I have felt as the imperial princess?

It was worth getting rid of her by any means necessary.

But Rashera, protected by Rahilt, the strongest in the world, was nearly invincible.

"Phew!"

I shook off the disgusting original content from my mind and matched my pace with Eshtiel, who was taking quick, pattering steps.

As a result, Rahilt followed us from quite a distance behind.

Eventually, Eshtiel, judging that we had sufficient distance from him, innocently opened the conversation.

"Big sister. You know what, I'm really grateful to you."

"To me? Why?"

"That lady from earlier. She gave me a bad feeling."

"La...! *cough*"

I had to suppress a physiological reaction of my lungs bursting at her refreshingly blunt description.

"She shouldn't get close to Brother Rihart. She's really bad."

"And I'm okay?"

"I like you. Because I felt something like 'whoosh' and 'woah' from you. So you should become close with Brother Rihart."

"I see..."

From today, I withdraw all opposition to Eshtiel.

She and I are one and the same, and any insult aimed at Eshtiel will be considered an insult against me and dealt with accordingly.

"Our Tiel, you're good at judging people, aren't you?"

"Tiel?"

"Is it okay if I call you by a nickname?"

"I like it!"

"I like it too."

How can everything about her be so cute, from her behavior to her appearance to her name?

Just marry Rahilt. I'll incorporate a fertile imperial territory into the Elenot county.

"Tiel, what's your favorite food?"

"I eat everything well."

"My goodness, what an incredibly good child?"

"Hehe."

I'll have to badger the pastry chef as soon as we arrive. I'll order the most perfect desserts in the world. Sweet cream puffs would suit this innocent smile.

The imperial palace was getting closer as I made such plans.

I glanced at Rahilt, who was making it obvious that he found it awkward to intrude on women's conversations.

Similarly, Rahilt kept glancing at us and following along. Even though the distance was just enough to make his presence vaguely faint...

That awkward distance somehow felt endearing."

Next ChapterRashera returned to her family's mansion after being expelled by Seriniel, maintaining her aristocratic gait despite her distorted features. The servants lowered their eyes at her obvious malice.

"Damn it... how did the princess end up connected to the Windmill?"

Her long-term plan had fallen apart.

The Windmill Mercenary Group. A military force with power second to none in the empire.

The opportunity to swallow that appetizing pie had been cut off from the very beginning.

"If only it weren't for that damned brat..."

Eshtiel Elenot. That irritating little girl was the core of her plan.

Eshtiel would inherit the title of a man later called the Margrave of the Border. And Eshtiel gaining a title meant the Windmill could potentially transform from a mercenary group into a knightly order. The mercenary leader was probably protecting Eshtiel with that in mind.

Though Windmill had already built considerable trust as mercenaries, in terms of honor, they couldn't compare to the prestige of a knightly order. Even with the same personnel and reputation, comparing a mercenary group to a knightly order was disrespectful in itself.

'And I had the chance to swallow that gem whole!'

Conveniently, Eshtiel's family belonged to the deposed emperor's faction. They would have been compatible with the Ruat Marquis family, who belonged to the same faction.

Therefore, if she could have manipulated Eshtiel and Commander Rihart to become vassals of the Ruat Marquis family, the benefits would have been enormous.

It was mystifying that this Windmill group and Eshtiel had chosen Princess Seriniel, who should have been their mortal enemy.

"Ha... haha!"

She couldn't help but laugh.

Yes, that wasn't the only thing that didn't make sense.

The truly incomprehensible thing was...

"How is Princess Seriniel even alive?"

The power balance between the current emperor's faction and the deposed emperor's faction was actually similar. Some even suggested the deposed faction held the advantage.

Yet despite this environment, there were only two reasons the deposed faction remained cautious:

The absolute ruler of the current empire and emperor of the age - Harum Literion, and Princess Seriniel, who was said to have inherited his monstrous physique.

No matter how much wealth one accumulated, how strong one's military power, or how many wise advisors one gathered, ultimately they were helpless against absolute power.

If not for those two, the balance of power would have tipped long ago.

Therefore, it was inevitable that they would conduct research after research to eliminate these two asymmetrical forces.
After dismissing the fools who suggested waiting for the emperor to age for over a decade.
Those decades of effort finally bore fruit in the form of a countermeasure.

Poison.

A poison sufficient to incapacitate those superhuman beings for a long time, even if it couldn't kill them.

She had entrusted that poison to street thugs. To two men who prided themselves on their underworld connections.

They were expendable rogues who wouldn't cause problems even if caught.

Rashera had recited intelligence gathered from her informant.

When the prey would appear,
Where they would go and what they would wear,
She even told them exactly what the target liked.

Those men probably didn't know what kind of deadly poison it was, nor who they were trying to poison.

When she received the report from her observer that Seriniel had collapsed, she had exclaimed in joy. That their long-cherished wish had finally been fulfilled.

'That should have been the case...'

So why! Why had this crazy princess not only survived but returned with ties to the Windmill?

"Did that woman receive some divine blessing...?"

Looking back, there had been no news from the perpetrators after they received their advance payment. Despite the fact that the amount promised upon success was enough to enjoy a lifetime of luxury.

"Was the poison neutralized midway and she counterattacked...?"

No, that couldn't be. They had conducted countless clinical trials with the emperor in mind. The still-developing Seriniel should have had difficulty resisting. Then the remaining possibility was...

"Perhaps Commander Rihart intervened while they were transporting her to a secret location..."

This was the most plausible explanation. It would also explain why Seriniel and Rihart were already acquainted. It would be strange if this weren't the case.

"Huff..."

She sighed.

What was so special about that woman that she could turn even a crisis into an opportunity?

'I should have established a connection with Commander Rihart first, even before Eshtiel.'


From what she'd heard, his personal combat ability was tremendous. He could have been a card capable of checking the emperor or princess militarily. He could have been the key man to turn the tables later, yet instead, he was being called by a nickname from the princess.

'Rian, was it?'

Seriniel had consistently viewed men coldly since childhood. The fact that there was a man she called by a nickname would be a scandal beyond imagination.

'Damn it, what's the use of that now? The princess is in a position where she can get away with it...'

The current imperial family has the authority to easily dismiss the complaints of nobles. With the support of the common people behind them, love that transcends social status would be promoted as a virtue of the current imperial family.

After all, the Empress herself was a lady from a fallen, impoverished baronial family - in an even worse position than Eshtiel. What could possibly be the problem?

'But does she find Commander Rihart's face attractive?'

She suddenly became curious.

If he covered his face completely in broad daylight, it would be reasonable to assume he had some major flaw.

Sometimes she would stare at him intently out of curiosity, but he never revealed any openings.

The only meager harvest was his golden hair, beautiful beyond anything she'd ever seen, and blue eyes that seemed modeled after aquamarine.

'Even though he covered himself thoroughly, his beauty was enough to captivate attention.'

...

......

......?

No.

No way.

"...... Huh?"

In an instant, Rashera's thoughts entered a new phase. She clung tightly to that moment of dissonance in her mind.

It was excessive speculation.

And a clear leap in logic.

Even though she was fully aware of this, her axis of thought kept tilting.

'Is it... possible?'

Admirable, beautiful golden hair and blue eyes.

Military prowess that allowed him to reign over the empire's best mercenary group at a young age.

A person of unknown origin with only rumors to his name.

The elements that made up the human called Rihart guided consciousness toward instinct, ignoring logic.

"The deposed emperor's child..."

She muttered in a cracked voice.

Immediately after, Rashera rubbed her face dryly.

"Ha... haha, kuk... has my thinking gone awry along with my plans?"

It was an illusion carved by desperate desire.

A dream she would quickly escape from if she looked at the situation with common sense.

The current imperial family had thrown her life into the gutter. Moreover, there was no reason for the deposed emperor's child to feel affection for the culprit who had driven him out of the system when he was young.

Therefore, Rashera could only reproach her own dulled mind.

"How foolish..."

Projecting desires onto speculation was merely evidence of being ordinary.

What had she been excited about, expecting?

Thud.

Rashera stopped walking. The Marquis Ruat's room was right in front of her. She knocked politely and entered the space where her father was waiting.

The daughter, meeting her father after a long time, greeted him in a monotone voice.

"Are you well, Father?"

"How do I look to you?"

"Well, I'm still far from having your depth of mind."

"Seeing you joke around, I take it things didn't go as planned."


Marquis Ruat looked at his daughter solemnly. Then suddenly his chest heaved with irregular breathing, and only after several coughs did he find stability.

"What are you staring at? Don't worry, I'll live longer for the sake of the one who was unjustly expelled."

"I'm not worried."

Rashera stared at the Marquis Ruat with emotionless eyes. In truth, her heart had already left her father. Since coming of age, she had harbored different thoughts from her father.

'I still don't understand what drove this person to such madness.'

Marquis Ruat. He was close to being a devotee of the deposed emperor.

As a devotee, he had only one wish.

To restore the deposed emperor's child, who had fallen into the abyss without sin, back to the throne.

Marquis Ruat was someone who would do anything for that cause. Even his attempt to establish connections with the Windmill was to secure military power in advance to offer to the deposed emperor's child.

'If this isn't madness, what is?'

Rashera carefully concealed her disgusted gaze as she reported the situation to the Marquis.

Since he was extremely strict about matters related to the deposed emperor, she expected to be harshly rebuked.

However, Marquis Ruat showed little inclination to blame her.
Instead, he smiled kindly, increasing the sense of dissonance.
Rashera took a step back at this unexpectedly eerie response.

"It's alright, Rashera."

"Father?"

"What does failure matter? Yes, mere failure..."

"...!"

Being family, Rashera quickly sensed it.

This wasn't a smile containing soft concepts like mercy.

It was certain that he had arranged something she knew nothing about.

"... What are you aiming for, Father?"

"Oh, was it that obvious? I'm quite excessive, aren't I?"

"Father."

"Hmm."

Marquis Ruat stroked his well-groomed beard. As if enjoying Rashera's impatience. But Rashera didn't give in easily, and after some mental sparring, the Marquis gave his answer first.

"Do you remember what I just said? That I would live longer for the sake of that person."

"Yes, you did."

"But you see, I know my own body. I know that the time I have left is less than half a month."

"Why such negative talk..."

"That's why."

He cut off Rashera's hollow concern immediately. Marquis Ruat's eyes were burning passionately, making it hard to believe he was a terminal patient approaching his limit.

She had a bad feeling.

The demeanor of a madman who had lost his reason was truly chilling.

Her father before her eyes spoke.

"Before I close my eyes, I must pave the way for that person."

"Father...?"

"Yes, that is now my destiny and imperative. To become the first light guiding the way to a new world..."

"..."

He's gone mad.

He had completely lost his mind.

Rashera felt like closing her eyes at the sight of her father's behavior, as if witnessing the creation of a new world in a sealed room.

In this way, the conversation between father and daughter continued, grinding like misaligned gears.

Meanwhile, in a blind spot that no one could detect.

A man who had concealed his presence in the quiet shadows was eavesdropping on their conversation.

Next Chapter# Troublesome.

Extremely troublesome.

If you ask what's troublesome, it's the distance. Specifically, Serin's lack of hesitation in closing that distance.

"Rahilt, what if you fall! You should stick close to Sister Serin!"

"That's right. Is Rian such a terrible adult that he can't even indulge Tiel's whims?"

"No... that's not it... I'm simply quite flustered by this unfamiliar situation."

I bow my head deeply.

Serin's crystal-clear blue eyes. It's overwhelming to directly face the flames burning within them. I felt like I might spontaneously combust if I let my guard down for even a moment.

'Just what... have I gotten myself caught up in?'

Let me carefully trace back my steps. Surely the reason for my discomfort must be recorded there.

Rewinding my memories, I could immediately recall the answer.

That's right. It clearly began when Eshtiel was enjoying her tour of the imperial palace.

As we wandered through various rooms that Serin frequently used, Eshtiel's curiosity naturally peaked. And the room that sparked her most intense interest was the art studio set up for painting lessons.

Neatly arranged art supplies and enormous canvases.
Impressive paintings presumably created by Serin.
Items that were irresistibly tempting to Eshtiel.

[Sister Serin. Are you good at painting?]
[Up to a decent level of cultivation?]
[Wow, I'm jealous!]
[Would Tiel like to try?]
[Can I really?]
[Of course, paint to your heart's content!]

Serin's generous permission was the catalyst. After briefly learning how to use the art supplies, Eshtiel immediately began working on her first piece. And the subject she wanted to paint was... us.

[I want to paint Rahilt and Sister Serin... would you model for me?]

The moment Eshtiel made her request, shooting stars flashed in Serin's eyes. Immediately after, Serin grabbed my arm tightly and dragged me to a small sofa with tremendous strength.

Like a tiger nuzzling a rabbit. That was my predicament at the time.

Whenever I tried to create even a little distance because I felt uncomfortable:

[Rahilt! It's hard to capture everything!]

Eshtiel's stern command would fly at me.

And when I tried to slowly move away without Eshtiel noticing:

[Oh my. Are you sleepy? Your body keeps tilting, Rian!]

Serin, with the intensity of a bird of prey, would firmly grab me.

And that's how my current frozen situation came to be. Truly, I felt like I was tightly bound in a net that could swallow the sky...

"But what a shame for Tiel. Since Rian is wearing a mask, it must be quite difficult to draw him."

How happy I would be to remove it. Serin whispered as if complaining. But Eshtiel, the one receiving this consideration, seemed to have a completely different stance.

"I'm fine with it!"

"Are you going to depict him with the mask on?"

"No! I know Rahilt's face, so I can just draw it!"

"W-what did you say...?!"

Serin jumped to her feet. However, perhaps because of past strict warnings about ruining the painting, she quickly sat back down properly.

"That's strange? Sister Serin, don't you know Rahilt's face?"

"U-um..."

Serin nodded with a dejected expression. Eshtiel then pushed out her lips and threw a full taunt.

"Ooh, big brother is so mean."

"Right...! So mean! Heh... heheh..."

"Our brother is really pretty, you know? You should definitely ask him to show you."

"Is that so, our pretty Rian?"

"Hmm..."

I could only swallow hard. Not only was Eshtiel's description of me as "pretty" embarrassing, but Serin's intense stare was also quite burdensome.

"I'd like Rian no matter what face he has."

"What if I'm ugly?"

"Frankly, what if you are? What matters is that I like you."

"Is that so..."

When I maintained my lukewarm attitude, Serin interlocked her fingers with mine. Her sly smile had disappeared, replaced by a vulnerable impression like a pouting child.

Serin speaks.

"Let me be honest. I already know Rian is handsome. When someone has beautiful eyes, they're naturally attractive. But is Rian just ordinarily pretty? He's practically the most beautiful in the world."

"Y-you're exaggerating."


"But it doesn't matter to me. Even if half your face was covered in burn scars, or full of dark moles, that's no longer my consideration."

"Serin...?"

"It's just like in romance fantasy novels. No matter how ordinary the protagonist is, the handsome male lead pours endless affection on them. I actually couldn't relate to this before, but as time passed, I began to understand."

Serin was using terms I didn't know. I could barely interpret half of what she said. Still, her sincerity and passion reached me clearly, making me nod unconsciously.

"It's like, that person is the only choice. No matter how broken or ugly they become, no matter how many excellent people surround them, they're not even considerations. Especially in cases like mine, where stubbornness has accumulated for over a decade."

"What have you been stubborn about for over a decade...?"

At my reasonable question, Serin briefly narrowed her eyes and fixed her gaze on me. But when I showed no reaction, she sighed deeply and withdrew her intense gaze.

"Anyway, there's something. To conclude... unlike before, I don't particularly care about Rian's exterior now. What matters is that Rian is Rian."

Heavy.

The weight of Serin's words was heavy.

A string of incomprehensible sentences. Utterances far from understanding.

Yet I was certain they were meant for my benefit, and a strange feeling crawled from below my solar plexus up to my chest.

"You don't understand what I'm talking about, right? Be honest."

"...While I wouldn't call it nonsense, I do have difficulty understanding."

"I thought so. But that's okay. For me, Rian is someone who can be like that. Remember when we concluded we were close at the café? Think of this as an extension of that."

"Umm, I understand."

Though I responded reflexively, the difficult concepts had already been erased from my thoughts long ago.

'Serin's... occasional casual speech is impressive...'

Ridiculously, a random appreciation swept through me. So much that I wanted to reproach myself for not focusing entirely on Serin.

Her forcefulness is palpable. It inspires admiration, matching her consistently dignified appearance. Of course, her excessively dignified behavior that even pressures personal space is quite challenging...

'Hmm...'

I applied pressure to the interlocked fingers that Serin had forcibly held. Serin raised her eyes in surprise at the sensation of our fingers firmly entwining.

I didn't deliberately avoid her eyes.

Those eyes that seemed to see right through my mask, eyes resembling a wolf.

Yes, a wolf. She was like a wolf.

Serin resembled a wolf. She was like the personification of an alpha wolf leading its pack.

Her luscious black hair reminds one of a wolf's abundant fur, and her intense gaze evokes the spirit of a wolf spotting its prey. She was a woman who made me imagine a wolf that never releases its captured prey.

Was that why?

I unconsciously stroked her hair that looked so soft. Her slightly curly hair slipped through my fingers like flowing water.

If I embraced her tightly, would that soft sensation spread throughout my body? Even as I inflated such irreverent fantasies, I couldn't easily disperse them. I was beyond help.

"Rian...?"

"Ah..."

I only came to my senses when Serin carefully called my name. I couldn't speak, unable to excuse my disgraceful behavior. After pushing myself, all I could manage was an apology.

"I'm sorry."

"I-it's okay..."

Serin's face was turned away as she dismissed it. Yet I could see her ear peeking through her hair. An ear that had lost its usual whiteness and turned pink.

She must be angry.

It's a natural result after improperly exploring an unmarried woman's hair.

Indeed, Serin didn't show her face for quite some time.

It was an unpleasant feeling.

A different kind of unpleasant feeling from when Eshtiel fantasized about admiring the prince.

My chest, my heart, somehow ached. A pain that might slightly improve, or perhaps worsen, if I met Serin's eyes now.

It's perplexing.

Perhaps it would be better not to meet her eyes like this.

Just as I was thinking that, Serin slowly raised her head. With her lips pushed out, she looked withdrawn.

"Hey, Rian."

"...Yes, Serin."

"Are you sorry to me?"

"I am."

"But you've already brushed my hair before."

"There's a clear difference between asking permission and not doing so."

"Then we just need to make it unnecessary."

"Pardon?"

Serin strongly grasped my hand, which had briefly been released. Her hand movement was as sticky as melted chocolate gradually hardening.


"If we become close enough to touch each other's hair as we please, that solves it."

"But..."

"It's not fair if it's just one-sided. I really want to touch Rian's hair too. Actually, I've been holding back for a long time. It didn't seem like we were there yet."

"If you're satisfied with something like my hair... I would have accepted anytime."

"I know. I know, but I felt like I shouldn't. I might turn into a beast at any moment."

"A beast..."

Another incomprehensible metaphor. So I shared my impression of her as it was.

"Serin resembles a wolf."

"A wolf?"

"I simply... felt that way. Are you offended?"

"Of course not. Actually, wolves are my favorite animals."

Serin pulled her body closer. Simultaneously, the distance that had briefly widened was restored.
My heart knocked against my ribs at the wafting scent of wild grass and her warm body temperature.

"Do you know why I like wolves?"

"Because they're impressive?"

"Hmm, so... from Rian's perspective, am I an impressive person?"

"That's right. Serin is an impressive person."

"Ahhm..."

Serin's cheeks, which had been regaining their color, turned reddish.
At times like this, she looks so fragile that I'm afraid to even touch her. Yet this side view makes me more greedy than her usually dignified appearance.
Enough to make me stare blankly without thinking.

Serin moved her body closer to me. It was a picture of complete contact.

This woman moves her delicate lips.

"You know what, Rian?"

"What... are you saying..."

Serin gazing at me intently. Her breath released a strange warmth.

"Wolves never betray their chosen mates. For a lifetime."

For a lifetime. At those words, I involuntarily flinched. I did so because of a sensation I couldn't carelessly describe.

"Just saying. So I'm happy that Rian sees me as a wolf."

With a slightly flushed face, she smiled.

Thump. Thump.

My chest area felt tight.

And my whole body tingled. As if Serin's fingers were caressing every part of me.

The reddish smile I was witnessing had such power embedded in it.

"Let's see."

Serin's hand gently touched my head.

Swish, swish.

Like stroking a cherished pet, her thin fingers sorted through my hair.

"It's soft... much softer than I vaguely imagined."

"I see."

I lowered my head slightly below Serin's eye level. This action stemmed from seeing that it seemed uncomfortable for her to stretch her arm.

To this, Serin, seemingly satisfied, stroked me with gentle hand movements.

"..."

"..."

If Serin could read my thoughts, she would surely give me a look of contempt.

It felt good.

I wanted to rest my head on her lap and savor her touch until dark.

A gloomy desire.

A greed that must never be released, but must be confined.

"Hehe..."

Would she be satisfied with just my hair?

Serin's laughter flowed cheerfully.

Afterward.

In the distance.

Only the sound of Eshtiel diligently sketching quietly embraced us.

Next Chapter"It's over!"

Eshtiel stretched out comfortably. Serin darted out like a shot to check Eshtiel's work.

Had they somehow reached a state of telepathy? I could roughly guess what Serin was expecting.

'You said... it didn't matter...'

Surely she wanted to see my bare face that Eshtiel had drawn. But I didn't stop Serin otherwise. Because I could clearly see her future where she would soon be letting out an awkward laugh.

"Ha... haha. Our Tiel, what exactly did you draw?"

"It's big brother and big sister!"

"Umm, I, I see?"

"Why? Did I draw it too badly?"

"N-no way! How could that be! You drew it so, so well, Tiel...!"

"Hehe, I know."

Oh dear, is she puffing out her chest proudly at the compliment that was practically forced out? Eshtiel, you've grown into a child who filters out Rodrick's insults from the root.

It seems she truly took Rodrick's behavior as mere teasing when he mocked her drawings of cats as looking like moles. Even I, who generally affirm Eshtiel, don't leave much commentary on her drawings.

I belatedly stood up from my seat to look at Eshtiel's work. Indeed, it was a drawing with prominent avant-garde aesthetics. On the canvas, boasting linear sketches and chaotic colors, the concept of waste was expressed quite elegantly.

"What do you think, big brother? Did I weally work hard on it?"

"Serin, it's getting dark. Don't you need to prepare?"

"Big brother, I asked what you think!"

"I believe it takes you quite some time to get ready."

"Rahilt, big brother?"

"Since it's the Empress's birthday celebration, you'll need to pay special attention."

"Eeek...!"

"We also need to join our party."

I desperately ignored today's daily artist while urging Serin. Meanwhile, Eshtiel was puffing her cheeks to their limit like a squirrel with a mouth full of food.

Serin quickly caught on to my intention and nodded.

"You're right! I might get scolded if I'm late!"

"If you hurry, you won't be late."

"Hmm, thank you. I'll see you soon, Rian! And Tiel too... definitely."

"Hmph..."

Eshtiel stuck out her duck-like lips, swollen with sulkiness. Yet her cute bow from the waist was adorable. Serin also gazed at Eshtiel in momentary rapture, so it was a sentiment without disagreement.

Serin showed obvious signs of reluctance. When she shook off her lingering feelings and left the art room, I extended my hand to Eshtiel.

"Let's go too. Rodrick will be waiting."

"Uh..."

"I'll carry you."

"..."

"Piggyback?"

"Yeah!"

It was the magic word that instantly brightened Eshtiel's sulky face. And so I carried Eshtiel on my shoulders and headed toward the area where the banquet was being held.

It hurt a little when Eshtiel occasionally wobbled and pulled my hair.

◇

Rodrick was strolling near the garden, quite far from the area where the banquet was scheduled. Before I could call out to him, Rodrick noticed us first. He approached immediately and asked abruptly.

"Was it fun?"

"I don't know."

"..."

Rodrick narrowed his eyes.


Saying "I don't know" was forbidden.

Belatedly remembering our long-standing promise, I opened my mouth again.

"It was... an interesting feeling."

"I see. Well, if that's what you say, I'll leave it at that."

"Don't torment Rahilt big brother. Do you want to get scolded by big sister Serin?"

"Don't make such terrible jokes, little one. Getting scolded by that woman doesn't end with something as cute as broken limbs."

Rodrick made a disgusted expression at Eshtiel's threat.

"Anyway, when did this little one become friends with the princess..."

Though Rodrick was grumbling, he probably knew. Eshtiel reminds one of a hedgehog with snow-white spines. Anyone would inevitably be drawn to her adorable appearance.

After joining up with Rodrick, we slowly walked toward the banquet hall.

Our steps were unhurried.

We could only enter after the guest of honor had made their entrance. We weren't formally invited guests but personal guests of Princess Seriniel. This was the natural order of things since we were neither nobles nor knights.

"By the way, Rodrick. What are you examining so carefully?"

"This and that. For a business plan."

"Business?"

"You'll find out soon enough."

I obediently followed Rodrick.

He observed the surroundings of the banquet hall with sharp eyes. He went around in a circle, thoroughly examining the outer walls and structures within a certain radius. It was as if he were dissecting the palace structure.

I didn't particularly question his intentions.

Rodrick focused on business had never brought about losses in my memory.

Therefore, although I didn't know what kind of business it was, I could only guess that it would surely bring considerable profit.

And so the moon waned helplessly.

Eshtiel, riding piggyback, opened her small mouth in a yawn. Only then did Rodrick's exploration conclude, and coincidentally, the last guest of honor had completed their entrance. Finally, it was our turn to enter.

As we approached, a guard cleared his throat. At that moment, Rodrick quickly restrained the guard and put on his gentleman's mask.

"There's no need to announce us. Would anyone even care about the entrance of fellow commoners?"

"Ah, I see."

The guard's lungs, which had been fully inflated, deflated again. And he gave Rodrick a favorable look. He seemed incredibly grateful for the consideration shown to him when his throat was about to go hoarse.

"I hope you enjoy the banquet."

"Thank you."

Clunk!

The doors to the banquet hall opened.

A paradise filled with brilliant light. The scene of the imperial palace's banquet hall that my mother had endlessly longed for unfolded before my eyes.

She used to say she danced all night with people whose names she couldn't even remember.
Servants were busy constantly bringing champagne and wine.
She reveled in the thrilling satisfaction of being admired and envied in a place where everyone looked up to her.

And she taught me that all of this should have been mine originally.

So, I observed carefully. This paradise of theirs that they would protect even at the cost of giving up being human.

Whoosh.

It pours down.

The radiance of the magnificent chandeliers, the relentless scent of perfume that spares no one regardless of age or gender, combined with brilliant power, overwhelms people.

Even though we hadn't been announced by the guard, eyes naturally turned toward us.

They already knew who we were.

They couldn't help but know the personal guests of Princess Seriniel. Nobles with quick access to information had already been aware of this fact days ago.

Is this how a beast trapped in a cage feels?


Their behavior of staring at us as if we were from another world brought about a sense of rejection.

Whether it was malice or goodwill, it was a situation that strangely stimulated human discomfort.

"Are those the people from the Windmill Mercenary Group invited by the princess?"
"I heard no one knows anything about the leader because he always wears a mask..."
"That's the advisor. I met him during the recent security contract."
"Then is that little girl following them the daughter of Count Elenot?"
"My goodness, I've never seen such a cute young lady. I look forward to seeing her in ten years!"

Among us, Eshtiel was definitely the one who stood out in a positive way.

Noble ladies who had given birth to children swallowed faint exclamations behind their fans, and mature men deliberately maintained their dignity by tightening their facial muscles. And young nobles who were similar in age or just a few years apart were openly entranced.

Among the young ladies of similar age, half showed affection and half showed disdain. The frowning young ladies were jealous of Eshtiel, who not only captivated the young lords but also ostentatiously wore an expensive dress.

"I wondered how much mercenaries could earn..."
"That's Madam Charlita's work, which is unimaginable unless you're considerably wealthy!"

Their conversation was tinged with a sense of defeat.

In truth, Eshtiel's dress was not purchased by us. It was a gift from Baron Raden when he formed a new contract with us. Baron Raden might avoid luxury, but when he decided to spend money, he did so quickly.

And so, enduring the mixed gazes of various emotions, we advanced toward the high seat where the Emperor and Empress were seated.

"Hmm?"
"What...?"

Many people expressed their bewilderment.

No matter how common we might be... no, precisely because we were commoners, we should have had a gift to present to receive the honor of an audience with the Empress.

But our hands were empty.

Strange looks pierced us from all directions.

"Thank you for allowing us to participate on this meaningful day."

Rodrick greeted with a proper gesture.

He always became polite when participating in official matters, but I still wasn't used to Rodrick's formal tone. Of course, Eshtiel, who was staring at him with blank eyes, felt the same way.

"You... it has been, truly, a long time."

When the Empress received Rodrick's greeting, a commotion arose. The nuance of her words was interpreted as if the Empress was acquainted with Rodrick. But it was too early for them to be surprised.

"I received the 'Star of the Sea' you presented earlier. It lived up to its name."

"... 'Star of the Sea'?"

Someone's astonishment was the fuse for the uproar. Despite the Empress engaging in conversation, the surroundings became noisy. Especially among the middle-aged nobles who had endured a certain amount of time.

Star of the Sea.

On a dark sea at night, the only thing one can rely on is the stars. Therefore, a star rising above the sea is truly an object of praise.

The Star of the Sea was a jewel derived from such a metaphor. It had the characteristic of emitting mysterious starlight when darkness fell, and at the same time, it was a treasure of the imperial family that had been lost during the reign of the deposed emperor.

"It's somewhat inadequate to celebrate the birthday of the most exalted Empress."

"Isn't your modesty excessive? He was also extremely pleased."

"That is an honor."

"Would you also consider it an honor if the imperial family were to embrace you?"

"With two children in tow, it would be burdensome for you to embrace us."

"Kuk, such wit."

Though the Empress seemed to be reprimanding him, her drawn lips subtly proclaimed goodwill.

"If you believe the imperial embrace is too narrow to accommodate even a father with children, then there's nothing to be done. Please enjoy your time."

"... Thank you."

"Then you may withdraw... hmm, Leader Rahilt?"

I raised my head at the Empress's call.

The banquet hall stirred greatly at her subsequent request.

"You, come up here."

Her seemingly benevolent smile was as sharp as if it concealed a knife.

Next ChapterThe Empress's Call.

The kingmaker who had dragged my mother and father into the mud was now summoning me.

As expected, my heart remained calm.

Though my mother's death had sprouted feelings of sadness, it hadn't grown into hatred.

I obediently responded to her wishes and ascended to the high seat where the Emperor and Empress sat side by side.

The royal couple scrutinized me from head to toe, as if appraising me. They observed my mask with particular interest, as though trying to see through it. Naturally, they had no success.

"Do you know why I called for you?" the Empress asked with a rigid expression. I shook my head, having no idea.

"I don't know."

"Isn't it strange that you don't know?"

"I..."

While I struggled to find an answer, the Empress's tightly drawn face gradually softened, revealing gentle eyes. Then she smiled. She was distinctly different from my mother, who had been cruel most days.

She spoke, "I want to express my gratitude for saving my daughter, Serin. Not as the Empress, but as a mother."

The Empress, standing at the pinnacle of society, bowed her head to a child of the deposed emperor. The nobles watching were immediately shocked, pouring out endless questions about what this person could have possibly done.

"Though perhaps it wasn't much to you."

"...It was actually quite significant. I'm sorry."

I could barely look at the Empress as she laughed it off. Far from being insignificant, the truth was that I had merely managed to clean up a grave offense committed by a low-ranking member of our mercenary group, thanks only to sheer luck.

"Moreover, not only did you not demand compensation, you even gave her a silver token. Let me ask you directly. What was your intention?"

It was obviously for Serin, who lived alone in the imperial palace.

I couldn't bear to see her wandering alone in the paradise my mother had longed for. Because I felt that Serin was experiencing the misfortune that should have been mine. Therefore, I considered Serin's suffering to be connected to my original sin.

Above all... I knew better than anyone what it felt like to be alone in the world.
So, if Serin wanted to leave the palace, even if she had to use the silver token, I would gladly comply.

Since I couldn't speak so directly in front of the Empress, I answered diplomatically.

"She looked vulnerable. That's why I gave it to her. That's all."

"Oh my."

The Empress raised her eyes in surprise. Although I couldn't discern her intention, it didn't seem to be of the malicious kind.

She composed herself and spoke softly.

"Leader Rahilt."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"Looking at you makes me waver."

"I apologize."

"It's not a reproach. It's just... you make me constantly question my past self."

The Empress inhaled the nostalgia of the distant past. Her dreamy eyes temporarily lost focus, as if immersed in memories.

"Your golden hair and aquamarine eyes shake me. They remind me of two people I hated, and simultaneously evoke one person to whom I feel the greatest debt."

The two people she hated must surely be the deposed emperor and his mistress. Then who was this one person to whom she felt indebted? I was curious but had no right to ask, so I kept my mouth shut.

"But those two are already gone, and I believe that one person is still breathing somewhere. So I don't dislike you. After all, I'm only left with a sense of debt... even seeing your appearance doesn't awaken any hatred in me."


"..."

"I'm saying strange things to someone I've just met. It seems that as my wrinkles increase, so does my idle talk. I hope you, young as you are, can understand."

"I didn't find anything uncomfortable."

"Haha, thank you."

I suddenly saw Serin in the Empress's face.

The Empress and Serin had similar smiles. Especially the curve of their eyes when they laughed softly and their slightly dimpled cheeks were similar. Thinking about this, the corners of my lips curved into a gentle smile.

"Serin will arrive soon. I'd like you to dance the opening dance with my daughter. Are you familiar with the basic etiquette of balls?"

"I am."

"Well, you're Rodrick's child after all. Of course you would be."

The Empress chuckled again.

It was a laugh that truly made her feel like Serin's mother.

◇

The Empress couldn't help but be impressed as she conversed with Rahilt. The Windmill Mercenary Group was one of the Empire's premier military forces. She had inwardly assumed that the young leader of such a group would have a rough temperament.

When she first asked if he knew why she had summoned him, the Empress expected Rahilt to answer confidently. However, her expectation was completely off the mark. Far from getting the right answer, Rahilt seemed to have difficulty even guessing the reason.

'Does this mean he doesn't even recognize saving Serin as significant?'

It seemed that the act was so natural to him that he wasn't even conscious of it as an achievement. For Rahilt, rescuing Serin appeared to be about as significant as helping an old woman carry her luggage.

'Is he foolish... or excessively righteous...'

She needed to confirm this. So the Empress casually added another question.

[Moreover, not only did you not demand compensation, you even gave her a silver token. Let me ask you directly. What was your intention?]

Pretense would be useless. Despite appearances, she had lived twice as long as others. Even with a face hidden behind a mask, she wouldn't fail to detect lies.

But the Empress couldn't help being greatly surprised.

[She looked vulnerable. That's why I gave it to her. That's all.]

That was Rahilt's true feeling. It was a voice that revealed raw emotions without a trace of falsehood.

'My goodness...! How did such a person emerge?'

She looked vulnerable, he said.

She certainly would have.

Serin's physical body was a masterpiece that replicated the stone years of the Empire's absolute ruler - the current Emperor Harum Literion. It was inconceivable that such a daughter would have ever experienced a life-threatening situation. But a poison that could affect her seemingly invincible body had eaten away at her, resulting in Serin facing her first true crisis.

She would have been vulnerable.

How could she not be, experiencing a near-death situation at such a young age?

Rahilt was saying he gave her the silver token to reassure Serin. Even if it meant giving away a token that could determine the fate of his mercenary group...

It was a foolish decision as the leader of an organization, but as Serin's mother, she could only evaluate it as a truly thoughtful gesture.

'Have I ever met someone so pure? Even he was comparable to a blank white canvas in his purity, but this child...'

Transparent water.

So transparent that it's difficult to perceive its existence.

'To think I would live to see such a day.'


The Empress was the last fairy-blooded person in the human realm. Although diluted through generations to be almost entirely human, she retained the ability to sensitively perceive human emotions. Yet the Empress couldn't detect even a speck of impurity in the concern for Serin.

'Serin is my daughter, but she's a rough child. The leader's excessive purity might be a flaw, but Serin certainly possesses the temperament to guide that purity.'

Above all, she liked that there was absolutely no impure intention regarding Serin. Though he had no impressive territory, he had wealth and military power, so there were no flaws... The only remaining candidate for a flaw would be the face hidden by the mask.

This was something she couldn't see through. Even if she were a pure-blooded fairy rather than mixed blood, the ability to see through objects would be absurd.

'After all, Serin doesn't even know the leader's face, does she?'

If it matched her daughter's taste, it would be fortunate, but if not, she might feel greatly disappointed. It's human nature to become calculating even while knowing it's impolite.

'No, that's not it either. Serin's declaration that she wouldn't care even if the leader's face was covered in burn scars and pockmarks was undoubtedly sincere.'

Though it was her own child, she felt uncomfortable with the conviction that bordered on madness beyond passion. It was close to an obsession that they could never be matched with anyone else.

'Golden hair and blue eyes... how wonderful it would be if the leader were the child of the deposed emperor.'

Judging by how sincerely he treated Serin, he seemed to harbor no resentment toward the imperial family.
Is it a convenient wish to hope that such a person is the child of the deposed emperor?

"What a pity..."

The Empress's wish escaped in a cracked voice.

The Emperor, seated beside her, quietly looked at the Empress and took her hand.

The Emperor knew well what she regretted. The debt his partner felt toward the child of the deposed emperor often manifested even in ordinary times.

The Empress quietly moved her lips at the warmth of the hand holding hers.

"Thank you, dear."

"It's nothing grand."

"Still."

"If Serin hadn't been late, we wouldn't even be able to do this."

"That's true, haha..."

Apparently, she was late because she was spending time with the leader. Fortunately, the palace where they spent the afternoon was secluded; otherwise, there might have been quite a scandal attached to the unmarried imperial princess.

"You should scold Serin a bit."

"She's grown up so much lately that she doesn't even listen to me anymore."

"Am I any different?"

"It seems we're both destined not to be wise parents."

"Sigh..."

As the Empress sighed, the Emperor mirrored her.

Seven steps away from the conversation too embarrassing to be heard by others.

A middle-aged knight displayed his imposing demeanor and glared fiercely at Rahilt.

The giant man with the rank insignia of the Imperial Knight Commander decorating his shoulder had a scar crossing his face diagonally, adding to his ferocity.

The man, who had maintained silence, murmured.

"Finally..."

Found.

The child of the deposed emperor.

Next ChapterRahilt was in the middle of a conversation with the Empress. Rodrick, having regained his freedom, blocked Eshtiel who was about to wander around here and there.

"Kid, I know you're excited, but let's talk for a moment."

Eshtiel flatly rejected Rodrick's proposal.

"Don't wanna..."

"I'll give you a one-day exemption from studying when we get back."

"Hmm."

Eshtiel let out a dissatisfied murmur. In response, Rodrick furrowed his brow and offered an enhanced benefit.

"I'll give you two."

"Hmmmm."

"Three."

"Hmmmmmmmmmm..."

"Kid, if you push any further, it'll be difficult for me too."

"But not for me."

Eshtiel crossed her arms decisively. With other children, this might be dismissed as simple cuteness, but Eshtiel was different. Given Rahilt's unexpectedly high educational standards, Rodrick clearly had his limits.

Above all, when it came to "work," Eshtiel had complete authority. Even though he was the mercenary group's staff officer and her senior, he couldn't treat Eshtiel carelessly.

"Haah..."

Finally, Rodrick pushed his discretion to its precarious limit.

"Four."

"Yay!"

Eshtiel cheerfully raised her arms in victory. Soon after, she left small footprints as she followed closely beside Rodrick.

"Soon people who are interested in either you or me will approach. Before that, I'll teach you all about 'good' and 'bad.' Got it?"

"Yep."

As Eshtiel nodded obediently, Rodrick began eyeing people.

"What about that person?"

"Good."

"That one?"

"Bad."

"How about that plump-looking uncle over there?"

"Double bad."

"The muscular man with the fierce look?"

"Lots of good."

This conversation would be difficult to understand for an outsider. That was because only Rodrick knew Eshtiel's true value.

It had been about four years since the mercenary group had taken in Eshtiel.

There had been more than enough time to observe her. During that time, Rodrick had discovered one astonishing fact: Eshtiel's ability to judge people.

People with goodwill and good intentions were "good," and those hiding malice and ulterior motives were "bad."

At first, he was skeptical, but experience proved Eshtiel's judgments to be unfailingly accurate. After becoming convinced, Rodrick occasionally persuaded Eshtiel to help him assess people when needed. This was a special talent of Eshtiel's that even Rahilt didn't know about.

"Hmm, that person..."

Eshtiel gave a simple assessment for each person Rodrick pointed out. That alone was a great help to him. However, in the middle of this, Eshtiel suddenly exhibited strange behavior.

"Huh? What's that?"

"What's wrong, kid?"

"I don't know. Someone I've never seen before..."

Suddenly, Eshtiel narrowed her eyes and stared intently at one spot. Then, the young girl, having run out of patience, quickly disappeared into the crowd with short steps.

"Hey, kid! Ugh."

It happened so suddenly, and with several people approaching at that moment, Rodrick couldn't stop Eshtiel.

And so, a drop of Eshtiel's sweat fell onto the grass she had reached.

"Haa... haa..."

Her breath came out rough after running hard on her short legs.


Eshtiel looked around outside the banquet hall. She had clearly spotted someone heading this way, but the target had suddenly disappeared as if transformed into the wind.

"That's strange... someone with lots and lots of 'good'..."

It wasn't as much as Serinel had for Rahilt, but it was still a considerable amount of "good."

Eshtiel was at an age where curiosity overcame reason. She felt too restless to give up her search just because she was a little tired.

"I'll look just a little more..."

Eshtiel never anticipated how her childish persistence would change her own future.

◇

Have I ever been as flustered as I am today?

No, I can firmly declare that today must be the day with the most concentrated embarrassment of my entire life.

The incident of Rashera hanging around with Rahilt ended as a misunderstanding. But it's impossible to dismiss as a misunderstanding the situation where Rahilt is waiting for me while chatting with my mother.

'What's going on? Why is my mother having an engrossing conversation with my husband?'

I'm seized by needless anxiety. Surely she's not planning to throw water or money at him and order him to stay away, like in some drama?

As I cautiously approached, my mother noticed me and smiled coldly.

"You're late, Serin. Very late."

"I'm, I'm sorry... Mother."

"If you had been any later, we wouldn't have been able to announce the start of the banquet."

"Even so, that's a bit..."

"It's exactly that serious. You're supposed to open the dance with Commander Rahilt."

My head went blank the moment my mother's words hit my ears.

Opening dance?

With Rahilt?

And at my mother's suggestion?

Is that even possible?

Originally, the opening dance was a procedure where the highest-ranking man and woman at the banquet announced the start with the first dance. So by common sense, my mother's rebuke was an unreasonable stretch.

So, in other words...

'Well played, Mother!'

I can't guess all the reasons. But one thing is clear: my mother has acknowledged Rahilt. Otherwise, she would never allow him to dance the opening dance with her daughter.

And my father, being the devoted husband he is, wouldn't go against my mother's wishes.

'Has the meet-the-parents been going this smoothly without me even knowing?'

As expected of Rahilt. He was living up to his role as my chosen prospective groom. The only remaining task would be coming out with the truth that Rahilt is the child of the deposed emperor.

I approached casually, hiding my impatience, and spoke nonchalantly.

"Have you been waiting long?"

"We just finished our conversation."

"That's good. It would be burdensome to keep the guests of honor waiting any longer..."

I extended my hand. In front of everyone's attention, I politely offered an escort. To none other than you.

"Shall we go down now?"

"I would be delighted to."

"Oh..."

I had expected him to be shy, but his tone was remarkably resolute and gentlemanly. Having only seen his somewhat silly side until now, discovering this unexpected aspect made my heart beat faster. Hey, my heart is prohibited from joining a labor union, I tell you.

But regardless of my excitement, not all gazes from others were kind.

"A commoner having the opening dance with royalty? Is there any precedent for this?"
"Even though His Majesty and Her Majesty are said to have open minds these days, this is still..."
"Could Commander Rahilt possibly be nobility? After all, that Rodrick person is also acquainted with Her Majesty."
"Ah...!"

The last speculation drew considerable interest. Since Rahilt was actually royalty, it was a correct inference. Of course, the guests who didn't know the circumstances endlessly produced gossip about whether Rahilt might be an illegitimate child of some family or a hidden child.

"Lian, I have something I want to ask if that's okay?"

"Yes. Anything."

"I sent you an invitation without asking for your opinion, right? I was worried that might have been uncomfortable for you. Was it an imposition?"

"Not at all. Thanks to you, Eshtiel had a great time, so I'm satisfied."


"What about you, not Tiel?"

"I..."

When I posed a specific question, Lian answered after a brief silence.

"I don't know... no, um. I think... it was good."

"Really?"

"I don't lie."

"I'm glad."

At that moment, Rahilt elegantly turned his body. A faint murmur of admiration spread across the ballroom.

His leading form, making it comfortable for me as a princess, didn't seem like the skill of someone who had practiced just once or twice. Rahilt was displaying movements comparable to a dancing mechanical doll. Even this was so charming that all I could see was his mask.

Perhaps caught up in the atmosphere.

I unconsciously voiced a question I had been avoiding all along.

"Lian."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Do you remember when we parted in front of the palace?"

"...I remember."

"Then."

I barely squeezed out words from my subtly heated vocal cords.

"Could I hear now... why you kissed my forehead then?"

Screech!

As soon as I asked, Rahilt's step became severely tangled. His center of gravity inevitably shifted outward. If I hadn't inherited my father's physical abilities, it wouldn't have been strange for us to fall together at such an angle.

I restored his body to its normal orbit and stole a glance at his trembling eyes. Perhaps feeling unspoken pressure from this, Rahilt hastily opened his mouth.

"'I don't know' is a forbidden answer. That's a rule Rodrick and I set. But... I'm sorry. This time I really don't know."

Rahilt's head bowed almost at a right angle, as if he was deeply ashamed.

"It was an inexcusable act. If you wish for compensation, I will sincerely comply with whatever you ask. I apologize again."

"Hmm..."

He's sincere.

Rahilt would accept whatever I demanded. As long as it wasn't something like removing his mask or confessing the truth that he's the child of the deposed emperor—literally anything else.

It would be simple to use this as leverage to force my desires. Despite it being just a kiss on the forehead, I could demand an engagement. Though it would be close to unreasonable, Rahilt would definitely nod his head.

Of course, I have not the slightest intention of doing so.

"Pfft, ahaha. Is that so?"

I couldn't help but laugh at his earnestness. Then I step closer to him.

"I liked it."

"Serin?"

"I said, I liked it."

"..."

Silence.

A very good means to maintain control... I suppose.

But I can see it.

Rahilt's warmly flushed earlobe is vivid.

"You're really the cutest thing in the world."

I unconsciously stroked Rahilt's golden hair.

It was softer than grass swaying in the breeze, and brighter than the light from the towering chandeliers.

The result was dramatic.

The people watching us all began murmuring at once. As if they had witnessed some huge scandal that would be rude not to discuss.

Of course, their gossip was just cute.

Soon, the groans of shock from my father and mother, who were watching us from the head table, reached my ears.

Next ChapterWe finished the opening dance in an atmosphere that felt like the calm before a storm.

Serin reluctantly loosened her grip on my hand, slowly releasing it. Now it was time for the remaining guests to dance and converse.

"Rian, I need to step away for a moment. There's somewhere I need to go."

Serin glanced at her parents, who were glaring at her. Indeed, those were two fierce pairs of eyes. I didn't try to hold her back.

"Go ahead. I'll be waiting."

"Wow, you'll wait for me?"

"That's... yes, I will."

"My goodness, they say persistence pays off..."

She expressed her gratitude. Showing such strong emotion over such a small gesture—Serin truly was a modest person.

After she left, I scanned the banquet hall. The space that had seemed so crowded just moments ago now felt empty. It seemed to be the aftermath of Serin's powerful presence disappearing.

As I took a few steps to look for Rodrick, I was stopped by a wall of people.

"Haha, I'm truly surprised. To think you'd perform the opening dance with the princess!"
"So you're the infamous Commander Rihart."

They approached with smiling faces, though their true intentions were unclear. I concealed my wariness as I received their greetings.

"It was an honor beyond my station. I am Rihart, commander of the Windmill Mercenary Group."

"Oh? As I noticed during the dance, your etiquette is quite..."

"It's hard to believe you're a mercenary just by looking at you."

A fair observation. Most mercenaries tend to flaunt barbaric and violent tendencies, believing it emphasizes their group's strength.

But Rodrick was different. He now insists that mercenaries should behave like gentlemen and regularly conducts etiquette training for the entire group. As the commander, I needed to be especially mindful of this.

"Come over here for a moment and let's chat. I have many personal curiosities, and I've also become interested in hiring mercenaries recently."

"I'll follow. I'm happy to answer anything within my capacity."

"Haha, excellent."

They didn't seem hostile. However, that didn't mean their intentions were entirely pure—they appeared more interested in my personal background than in consulting about hiring mercenaries.

They exchanged subtle glances before casually bringing up their main point.

"By the way, what's the reason for wearing a mask as commander?"

"Because my face beneath might cause discomfort to others."

"Umm...!"

They let out groans. They seemed to think they'd touched on an inappropriate subject.

In truth, my face had provocative elements reminiscent of the deposed emperor and government, so saying it might cause discomfort wasn't a lie.

Still, these people were relatively decent. Naturally, there were many here who harbored hostility. Ironically, most of them were nobles who had been part of my father's faction.

"It's outrageous how a mere mercenary imitates nobility."
"To think the Empress would entrust the opening dance to someone like him..."
"Birds of a feather flock together—lowborns understand each other."

Their harsh comments pierced through the crowd and reached me. As their malice became more evident, even those who had shown interest in me began making excuses to withdraw. They seemed unwilling to risk association with me.

'Personally, I prefer when people keep their distance, but...'

That wouldn't do.

I couldn't ignore the potential negative impact on the mercenary group's future operations. And I disliked the idea of embarrassing Serin and the imperial couple who had shown me goodwill. However, finding a suitable solution wasn't easy.

As I was rapidly thinking through my options, it happened.

"How vulgar these people are, who hold themselves in such high regard yet behave so crudely."


A lifeline came from an unexpected direction.

It was a bold woman's rebuke.

I shifted my gaze to her as she covered the lower half of her face with a folding fan, wearing a relaxed smile.

"The more insecure people are, the more they habitually look down on others."

It was Baroness Raden.

The woman who had suffered deep emotional wounds during that night with Serin was now walking toward me. The baroness elegantly closed her fan and extended her right hand to me.

"I apologize for not recognizing you before, Commander Rihart. I'm delighted to meet you again."

"How are the mercenaries I dispatched?"

"Excellent. They have quite a good reputation among my territory's people. To receive such service at that price—I've been fortunate."

"I'm glad to hear that."

I had specially selected personnel for Baroness Raden. Having experienced such a shocking tragedy, I assumed her trust in mercenaries would be very low. Above all, having promised to support Serin, I needed to cooperate with her as well.

"This is actually perfect timing. I was considering relocating my business, and thanks to those people who were just speaking, my list of candidates has significantly shortened."

At this deliberate announcement, several men and ladies turned pale.

Baroness Raden was one of the empire's wealthiest individuals. Her movements dictated the flow of money, and going against that current meant rejecting the mainstream. Those who had just spoken had lost their right to dip their toes in that flow in an instant.

"You're keeping your promise."

"I told you, didn't I? I'm a merchant who values promises."

Always being Serin's strength—this was the promise I had made with Baroness Raden.

People quickly realized what her protection meant.

"To think Baroness Raden, who always maintained neutrality, would openly humiliate them..."
"They were all part of the deposed emperor's faction, weren't they?"
"Could it be that the baroness has switched to the emperor's side!"

The hall buzzed with excitement. It was the result of the baroness's dramatic move. At this moment, in this place, the power dynamic between the emperor's faction and the deposed emperor's faction had clearly reversed.

However, some noblewomen smiled sweetly while belittling the baroness.

"But Baroness Raden still doesn't have a husband, does she? Perhaps her standards are too high..."
"A family without an heir will soon collapse, won't it?"
"She's past marriageable age, so it's over for her."

Indeed, it wasn't entirely wrong. If the baronial house lacked an heir, its vast wealth would scatter in all directions.

But the baroness seemed bothered by something unrelated to her family's prosperity.

"These bitches, calling me a discarded old maid past her prime."

'They didn't go quite that far, Baroness...'

More concerning was the murderous aura emanating from Baroness Raden. During our first meeting, she had impressed me with her gentle charm, but now her demeanor had transformed completely.

'Did the incident that night traumatize her too much?'

If left unchecked, there was a real possibility of bloodshed.
So, I blocked the baroness, who looked ready to charge forward, and spoke.

"Baroness, please calm down."

"Commander..."

"Even if a jewel gets scratched, it remains a jewel. A small flaw doesn't diminish a good woman's worth."

"My goodness..."

The baroness showed her surprise openly. Soon regaining her composure, she smiled slightly and asked me:


"Forgive my presumption, but that doesn't sound like something you came up with yourself. Whose words are you quoting?"

"...Rodrick. That is, our strategist mentioned it in passing."

"Oh, he sounds like a splendid gentleman."

"Hmm..."

Can someone who attempted child abduction really be called a gentleman? A fleeting doubt crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

"Anyway, thank you. I almost fell for their cheap provocation."

"You're important to Serin, Baroness."

"Oh my."

The baroness fixed her gentle eyes on me. Then, after looking away, she scrutinized the high seat where Serin was located with suspicion. A subtle sneer followed.

"Haha, so that's what it was?"

"Pardon?"

"Well, I support my benefactors even if the path is thorny. I hope you overcome your fate."

"...Baroness?"

I called after her, but the baroness hummed a tune and gracefully left.

Though our encounter was brief, she was difficult to understand. I found it challenging to guess where her thoughts had led her.

'Somehow... I feel drained.'

Perhaps it was because Baroness Raden had left such a strong impression. Fortunately, no one else approached me, and the number of people speaking ill of me decreased dramatically.

Thinking I might get some fresh air, I moved to the terrace where the night air was refreshing. Indeed, the absence of human scent seemed to improve my mood.

Above all, the wild grass fragrance from the garden resembled Serin's scent, giving me a sense of comfort.

'Was I always such a creepy person...?'

To sense her feminine scent in natural smells—it was far from gentlemanly behavior. When had my self-censorship become so lax?

I lamented.

Despite Rodrick's emphasis on gentlemanly conduct, it seemed I still had a long way to go to fully embody it.

That's when it happened.

Clunk!

The terrace door swung open and quickly closed again. A woman breathing heavily stared intently at me.

A familiar face.

Someone who had stirred an inexplicable feeling in me since our first meeting.

Lady Rashera Ruat of the Ruat Marquis family stood there.

"Haa, haa... Listen, Commander Rihart."

She spoke.

"You need to be careful... No, no. That's not it..."

Thud, thud.

Rashera approached with steps that seemed about to collapse.

Objectively beautiful, her eyes desperately tried to hold back tears.

"Please... help me..."

A massive change targeting the birthday celebration was moving steadily closer.

Next ChapterMeanwhile, Eshtiel was exhausted from exploring around the banquet hall, driven by curiosity. Where was the person who had emanated such a powerful sense of "like"? That was currently Eshtiel's only interest.

The area where she had been wandering connected to a secluded garden, a perfect place to stimulate a child's sense of adventure.

"Wow, it's so pretty."

Surely the person with all that "like" must have passed through here. After all, she had already circled the banquet hall twice, so if not here, it would be unnatural. Eshtiel's mind was so pure that she didn't even consider the possibility they might have taken different paths.

And so, she set off toward the garden full of shade. It truly was a beautiful garden, worthy of the palaces mentioned in fairy tales.

That's when it happened.

Rustle!

She detected a presence. Eshtiel's eyes flashed like a snow leopard spotting prey.
Worried that her target might flee out of shyness, Eshtiel took steps while concealing her footsteps to the extreme.

Rustle, rustle!

The presence became increasingly clear. The identity of the mysterious person was right before her. Eshtiel advanced, intending to greet them cheerfully. Of course, she carefully tracked the sounds to catch irrefutable evidence.

"Ah..."

"Ugh."

Voices could be heard. Two people's voices. The groaning sounds that seemed painful sharpened Eshtiel's vigilance.

'What's this? Did a fight break out?'

Eshtiel pressed her body against the corner and peeked her head out slightly. Then the owners of those painful voices came into view.

'Oh...!'

Eshtiel couldn't help but be shocked. In the garden shrouded in darkness, a man and woman were fiercely hurting each other.

What should I do? This is way too much.

'Ugh...'

Smooch.

The woman bit the man's nape. It was fierce enough to leave a bright red mark. The man frowned and let out a painful groan.

"Ugh, ah..."

"Haa... haa..."

The woman looked quite exhausted. Her rapid breathing vividly represented her condition. Eshtiel watched their misconduct with trembling flesh.

"Haah... ah..."

This time, the man firmly grabbed the woman's chest. The breast being compressed by his large palm looked very painful. Indeed, the woman couldn't even properly resist and was helplessly violated by the man's touch.

'Ugh... ugh... Brother Rahilt... what should I do?'

She needed to stop them immediately.

But how?

What chance did a little girl who couldn't even beat a laundry lady have to intervene between two adults?

'No, no...!'

Her brother had taught her.

To become an adult who doesn't ignore others' misfortunes.

And she had realized from this afternoon's play.

That one who aspires to be the Grand Duke of the North must cultivate the virtue of courage.

Eshtiel closed her eyes tightly and clenched her small fists.

She made a firm resolution to do her best to stop the fight between the two adults.

"Hey there, you shouldn't fight... mmph?!"

"Gasp."

"Eek?!"

The sound of hastily gathering clothes scattered on the grass came clearly. They didn't even think of approaching the corner where Eshtiel was standing. Scandals in high society were merciless, so even the slightest flaw couldn't be tolerated.

In that sense, Eshtiel was lucky.

The two were so flustered they didn't recognize Eshtiel's cry as that of a child.
And even if they had tried to silence her by doing her harm, a person who could protect her identity had covered her mouth.

"Mmph, who are you..."

"..."

In response to her question of "who are you," the mysterious person slowly removed their hand from her lips. Then they gently grasped Eshtiel's hand and calmly guided her out of the garden.

Having returned to near the banquet hall, Eshtiel looked up at her sudden escort.

Hair as black as if it would melt into the night sky, and blue eyes comparable to transparent water.

A boy who looked very much like Sister Serin. That was Eshtiel's honest impression.

"I apologize, Lady Elenot. I am..."

"Ah, the person with tons and tons of 'like'!"

In an instant, Eshtiel beat him to it.

Her round silver eyes took in the boy completely. It was clearly visible to Eshtiel's eyes—the countless "likes" emanating from the boy's features.

"Person with a lot of like...?"

"Yep. Do you like me, big brother?"

"...Pardon?"

"And what's your name? I'm Eshtiel."

"Uh... hmm."

Bewilderment was evident on the boy's face. Having grown up in a static and quiet world, the boy somehow found the girl difficult to handle. It felt like facing a puppy creating a storm with its tail.

Still, he couldn't postpone introducing himself.

So, the boy composed his expression and formally recited his introduction.

"My name is Tesser Literion."

"Yep, I'm Eshtiel Elenot."


"Ah... I see."

Tesser was Seriniel's only younger brother. In other words, he was an imperial prince, so the young lady of a fallen noble family couldn't puff out her chest and act proud.

Tesser, who had inwardly expected Eshtiel to show proper respect, was considerably perplexed.

'Well, since she hasn't debuted yet, it's understandable she might not know the Literion surname... right?'

But that didn't seem to be the case either.

"Oh? Literion? That's exactly the same as the Grand Duke's surname."

Eshtiel belatedly raised her eyes in surprise.

"I'm so jealous. I want to be a Literion too."

"Th-that might be difficult..."

"Hmph..."

Watching Eshtiel openly express disappointment, cold sweat trickled down Tesser's forehead.

'At such a young age, does she already aspire to become part of the imperial family...?'

Surely not. It must be a statement born from a child's simple admiration for the emperor.

However, the next moment, Tesser couldn't help but be perplexed once more.

"Hey, Tesser, do you like me?"

"Huh?"

"I can see a lot of 'like.'"

"No, that's..."

Tesser's face turned red. Not from embarrassment, but because his astonishment had reached its peak.

As far as he knew, Eshtiel was only 8 years old. And he was 14, on the verge of becoming an adult. Why would he harbor inappropriate feelings for Eshtiel and risk being called a depraved beast?

To prevent any misunderstanding, Tesser firmly stated:

"Lady Elenot. I'm sorry, but for me to have such feelings for you would be a crime..."

"Really? That's strange..."

Eshtiel tilted her head in contemplation. Her innocent demeanor was truly adorable. It was perfectly understandable why Eshtiel had such confidence. Though his appreciation stopped at finding her cute, of course.

Just then, the moonlight reflected softly in Eshtiel's eyes.

"Ah! Then, you... um, definitely not Rodrick... hmm, you like Brother Rahilt?"

"By Brother Rahilt... you mean Commander Rahart?"

"That's right!"

"That's..."

Tesser paused briefly before honestly confessing.

"Yes, it's as Lady Elenot says."

"Aha, so it was 'like' toward Brother Rahilt?"

It was peculiar.

Normally, a young lady would try to gain Tesser's attention, but Eshtiel seemed pleased that Rahilt was the object of interest instead.

'What inappropriate thoughts about a child...'

It appeared that Eshtiel regarded Rahilt as family. If so, it would be natural to be happy when a family member receives goodwill. Tesser inwardly reproached himself.

"Why does Tesser like Brother Rahilt?"

"Ugh."

He was at a loss for words.

It was difficult to speak freely.

Even though Eshtiel was a child, he was reluctant to reveal his inner thoughts. If rumors spread, he could dismiss them as false, but... he was simply afraid of a future where Eshtiel might laugh at him. Eshtiel, who was practically family to Rahilt...

"Hmm? Suspicious... I should tell Brother Rahilt."

"W-wait!"

Just as Eshtiel was about to dash off without hesitation, Tesser caught her delicate hand.

Was it his imagination that a devilish smile appeared on her innocent face...?

Tesser shook off the distracting thought and forced his trembling lips to move.

"The reason I like Commander Rahilt is..."

"The reason is?"

"That..."

"Thaaaat?"

"..."

"..."

Eshtiel's silver eyes pressured Tesser intently. The presence of an eight-year-old child was so formidable that Tesser ended up shouting as if being pushed off a cliff.

"Cool..."

"Cool!"

"He's... cool!!! Ugh..."

"Aha."

Tesser slightly opened his eyes to observe Eshtiel. He was worried she might laugh at him. But contrary to Tesser's concerns, Eshtiel's reaction was quiet.

"You think Brother Rahilt is cool?"

"Yes."

"Hehe, I know too."

"R-right? He even saved my sister. Of course he's cool..."

"Aha, so Tesser has a lot of interest in Brother Rahilt?"

"Yes. Quite a bit..."


When Tesser straightforwardly admitted it, Eshtiel proudly puffed out her chest. She even patted her chest with her delicate hands.

"Then I'll specially teach you about Brother Rahilt."

"Really?"

"Yep. You can ask me anything."

"Uh, um, when you tell me to ask, I can't think of anything..."

As Tesser frantically tried to think of a question, Eshtiel changed the subject.

"No, wait! Before that... why does Tesser think Brother Rahilt is cool?"

"Well, how could he not be cool?"

In truth, Tesser had long admired Rahilt, the commander of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group.

Why is Commander Rahilt cool?

How could there be any reason for him not to be?

'He's the embodiment of romance...'

A mysterious figure whose origins no one knows, surrounded only by rumors. Yet a man with definite achievements that easily dispel any gossip.
Moreover, the commander of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group, whose capabilities rival the Imperial Knights!
Above all, the ultimate element that captures a boy's longing is...

'A mask that covers his face, how cool...!!!'

He's like the personification of a dark master. The impression of a hidden hero secretly building fame in the shadows stimulates the male heart. And seeing Rahilt in person today only strengthened this perception.

An iron wall mask that never allows emotions to be read.
Manners that surpass those of nobles from long-established families.
Bright golden hair and deep blue eyes that could enchant anyone who sees them.

One can't help but admire him.

This is what a dark master is.
This is the image of a hidden hero!

"I... want to be like Commander Rahilt too..."

That's right.

By this point, anyone would notice.

Tesser is secretly suffering from a serious illness. Truly his own illness that no one has noticed.

It's something that originates not in the body but in the mind.

Originally, in the world where Serin obtained her first life, Tesser's illness would be classified as:

'Terminal chuunibyou,' as the term goes.

For Tesser, now 14 years old, it was an unavoidable fate.

"Excuse me, Lady Elenot."

"Yes?"

"Do you perhaps know Commander's face without the mask?"

"Of course. Brother Rahilt is super pretty. The most beautiful in the world."

"I knew it!"

So he combines mysterious charm with perfect looks? With so many qualities, it's impossible to control the amplification of admiration.

"Th-then! Does he use any special powers different from others..."

"Oh, how did you know? Our brother can even create something like black smoke."

"Could it be the power of darkness...!"

"Gasp! That really seems like it. Yes, yes, it's the power of darkness."

"Perhaps the power of... the black plague dragon?"

"Ooh, I don't know exactly, but could it be that?"

"My goodness...?!"

Tesser was speechless. His internal evaluation of Rahilt was skyrocketing with no limit in sight.

And to some extent, Tesser was close to the truth.

"Lady Elenot. Could we talk more as we return to the banquet hall?"

"Hehe, ask me anything. No one knows Brother Rahilt better than I do."

"Thank you, Lady Elenot. Truly...!"

Tesser bent his knees to match her eye level and firmly held Eshtiel's delicate hands.

Eshtiel carefully examined Tesser's eyes, which resembled Serin's.

Unlike before, there was clearly an increase in 'like' with a peculiar hue.

Eshtiel was momentarily distracted by this very faint and new color of 'like.'

At least until Tesser spoke again.

"Lady Elenot, how strong is Commander Rahilt?"

"Brother Rahilt is the strongest in the world. Rodrick said that even if all our people attacked together, they wouldn't be a match."

"One commander is stronger than the entire Pinwheel Mercenary Group...?"

"Yep."

Perhaps he even reaches the heights of not only his sister but also His Majesty the Emperor.

Despite knowing it was an irreverent thought, Tesser's fantasy continued to swell.

"So fucking cool..."

Tesser's heart was pounding so much that the crude expression Seriniel had taught him slipped out.
Meanwhile, Eshtiel absorbed the unfamiliar expression verbatim as they entered the banquet hall side by side.

"Yes, our brother is so fucking cool!"

"Pfft, haha!"

"Hehe."

And so, only Rodrick's worries continued to grow.

Next ChapterI stood alone on the terrace, staring blankly at the scenery outside the banquet hall. About an hour had passed since the warmth of people had left. The image of Rashera, who had endured her tears while pouring out her true feelings, flickered in my mind.

"Rahart, Commander. Please, help me."

Rashera had clearly confessed this. Afterward, I asked for additional explanation regarding her sudden request for help, but she shook her head in confusion.

"I don't know. My father is definitely plotting something for the birthday celebration... but he didn't tell me everything until the end."

"Then why are you revealing family secrets to me of all people?"

"Because I can't tell anyone else. Also, you're the only one here who's politically neutral and has enough strength to handle whatever might happen."

"Are you saying the banquet hall might be attacked?"

"...I don't know. That would be the worst-case scenario I can imagine."

Rashera was clearly betraying her family. Not only that, but she was turning her back on the deposed emperor's faction itself.

"Perhaps, if I don't tell you, the Ruat Marquis family might rise to power. But I wonder why you're asking me for help."

"No, that's not possible. Even though you're politically neutral, I could tell from just the opening dance that your scale tips toward the imperial family. More specifically... toward Princess Serin."

"Did it seem that way?"

I gave an ambiguous response, not bothering to deny Rashera's thoughts. She bit her lips nervously, then soon revealed her inner thoughts with a sense of resignation.

"It's madness. There's no way it can succeed. I hope it ends with just my paranoia. Once today passes, I can somehow prevent it. But if something goes wrong... it's terrible. The Literion Emperor, Princess Serin, and even you gathered here—whatever they're planning, there's no way it can succeed."

"..."

"Why don't I tell the imperial family the truth? I don't want to die. To openly speak of treason. My family would be wiped out instantly."

"What would change if you confided in me?"

"It would change. Definitely."

I was genuinely curious about Rashera's confidence. What hope did she see in me that made her so certain...

Then her lips carried a thread of hope.

"Please advise Princess Serin that I, Rashera, told you out of concern. Ask her to preserve what remains of my shattered family, considering my loyalty and service."

"Even if I speak..."

"It will change. Because you're special to Princess Serin... you're the man who makes that iron-like woman look at you that way..."

"That's difficult for me to understand."

"Please... I can't follow the path of the deposed emperor or the Elenot family... I just can't..."

Only then did I realize the nature of the fear Rashera harbored.

Eshtiel, who should have been the noble daughter of a border count. After her family's downfall, she became a laundry girl, enduring a miserable childhood. With no one to care for her and subjected to constant abuse, she still has a speech impediment.

Meanwhile, my father and mother, barely clinging to life, lived like beasts crawling at the bottom of society. They went from a dignified daily life to living like sewer rats, existing because they couldn't die.

It seemed Rashera not only feared death but also a life worse than death.

"I can promise nothing."

"Commander!"

"However, I will give you my word. This is only if something happens. If it ends with just your concerns, then that's where it ends."

"You mean...?"

"The judgment belongs to the imperial family. Remember that."


"That's enough. Thank you... thank you so much, Commander Rahart."

The marquis's daughter bowed her head to me. Still, anxiety seemed to linger as she left the terrace, nervously biting her nails. And so, my current situation of gazing at the darkening sky was complete.

"What should I do?"

I listed the conflicting thoughts from various angles.

Rashera's request.
The safety of the banquet hall.
The interests of the mercenary corps.

These three elements were swirling in my mind. Amidst these thoughts, the person who pushed aside minor subjects and occupied a large space was a familiar woman.

'Serin...'

Indeed, shouldn't I tell her?

Rashera wanted her confession to be revealed after the situation was contained.

If nothing happened and it ended with excessive worry, Rashera would appear to have confessed to treason for no reason. In that case, the Ruat Marquis family could face ruin based on her statement alone.

'But that case is... too harsh.'

Rashera came to me because she wanted to live. From another perspective, it was a meeting that included the goodwill to prevent her family's wrongdoing. Even if the probability was low, would it be right to trample on that desperation?

'Just one person. Wouldn't it be okay to tell only Serin?'

Wasn't that what Rashera had requested? For me to personally plead with Serin. She must have been confident that Serin would listen to me.

Someone like Serin would likely keep the secret even if nothing happened.

As I wavered, another memory flashed through my mind in an instant.

"...Ah. So that's how it was."

My thoughts shifted dramatically. And synthesizing the discomfort of today, I finally formed a solid belief. Therefore, I could be certain.

'An incident... will definitely occur.'

The time limit was approaching. Only one person would know exactly how the trouble would unfold. I opened the door leading to the banquet hall to find and question that person.

It was peaceful.

Men and women enjoying social interactions in the ballroom and noble figures stumbling from alcohol were completely defenseless. They seemed like pieces of a brilliant fireworks display, burning their bodies to enjoy the birthday celebration.

Additionally, Rashera was decorated as a wallflower, ignoring the love calls from the deposed emperor's faction. Her posture was so anxious that one could see her legs trembling beneath the long dress.

I surveyed the banquet hall broadly, looking around.

'Where is it?'

I needed to quickly question the person who knew the truth.

But momentarily, the thought that warning Serin should take priority crossed my temple.

'Serin said she would talk with her mother.'

Naturally, my eyes rolled toward the head table.

In the scene where the Emperor and Empress sat side by side, Serin wore an awkward smile. As if trying to comfort her mother.

Just as I confirmed Serin's position, two young people entered through the main entrance of the banquet hall, exchanging friendly words.

Eshtiel and Tesser, Serin's younger brother. I didn't know how they had become close, but it was a special combination.

I should have been more bold. I should have approached Serin even if it meant ignoring the gazes around me.


As Tesser, who had entered the banquet hall, went up to the head table, the Emperor, who had been sitting like a mountain, stood up with dignity.

Judging by the Empress's remarks chiding him for being excessive, this wasn't a planned performance. The Emperor, a devoted husband, probably intended to deliver a few words of blessing for the Empress. Because of this, I had to pause my steps momentarily.

"Hmm."

Clearing his throat, the Emperor moved his previously closed mouth.

"I express my gratitude to the guests who have visited for the Empress's birthday celebration today."

The brief greeting silenced the audience. It was indeed a presence worthy of being called the absolute ruler of the empire, though he might be infinitely soft toward his wife.

"It is truly a good day. I am most pleased that all of you who contribute to the country and the imperial family have gathered together in harmony."

It was an ambiguous sentiment, unclear whether it was sarcastic or sincere.

While attention was focused on the Emperor, an attendant familiarly presented a tray with glasses of red wine swirling inside.

"Please raise your glasses for the Empress's blessing and the peace of the empire."

Only the Emperor and Serin at the head table received glasses from the attendant. The Empress was pregnant, and Tesser was a minor, so drinking was a pleasure for the distant future.

I felt the situation was very contrived.

Of all people, it was the Emperor and Serin who raised their glasses.

The two people at the head table were the great pillars supporting the current imperial family.

"A toast."

In that moment, the brief nine-day journey traveling with Serin suddenly came to mind.

It was a late night at Baron Raden's estate.

It was when we were responding to the sinister plot set up by Rude's mercenary corps.

At that time, Serin had said:

"I understand your concern since our first meeting was our first meeting, but if I hadn't drunk drugged alcohol, I wouldn't have been caught so pathetically."

Drugs, and alcohol.

There is a drug that works on Serin, who is said to have inherited the Emperor's constitution. She probably called it a drug rather than poison because it only incapacitates rather than kills. But a drug that works on someone like her would have to be an extreme poison.

And coincidentally, only Serin and the Emperor, who possessed kidney-like physiques, held wine glasses.

And on this day, in this place, that Rashera had warned about.

"No way, Serin...!"

Danger.

By the time my instincts warned me, the light clinking sound had already echoed.

This cheerful resonance was the alarm bell spreading urgency.

Immediately, time slowed down.

And so, the scene of the wine glass with red traces plummeting to the floor passed very slowly.

Crash!

Scattered glass fragments.

Simultaneously, flames rising like demons.

It was the opening of a fireworks display where a dying man burns the rest of his life.

Next Chapter# Chaos Erupted

The starting point of the blazing inferno was the streets of the imperial district surrounding the palace. The way the flames spread resembled red paint dissolving in clear water. Though the fire had started outside the palace, it was obvious that it would eventually transform into a massive conflagration that would engulf both the district and the imperial palace.

Thud!

"Your Majesty!"

"Ugh..."

The Emperor collapsed, almost prostrating himself. The Empress, who had been facing him directly nearby, turned pale with horror. Her shock reached its peak when Serin began to stagger.

"This feeling...?"

"Seriniel?!"

"Your Majesty! Sister!"

Only the Empress, who had escaped the deadly poison, and Tesser remained by their side, not knowing what to do. Under normal circumstances, they should have called for the royal physician. However, in such an emergency, they couldn't afford to leisurely arrange for treatment. While they tried to stabilize, everyone would be consumed by the flames.

The calamity didn't end there.

Crash, clang!

The glass windows connecting the banquet hall to the outside shattered all at once. Through the newly opened windows, assassins with their lower faces covered invaded, brandishing gleaming metal weapons. Witnessing the peace shattered in an instant, I quietly closed my eyes.

"Is this what you wanted?"

Was this the scheme you were planning to use me for?

Is this the business proposal I would soon learn about?

I admit it. It had to be kept secret.

If you had told me earlier, I would have strongly opposed it.

I call out the name of the man who kept this secret alone.

"Rodrick."

The man who had been out of my sight until now briefly answers from behind me.

"Yeah."

"I have plenty to say, but I suppose it'll have to wait."

"..."

Silence.

You know when to keep your mouth shut, even if you had ten of them.

I set aside personal matters and give an order.

"Rodrick, the assassins who just infiltrated."

"..."

"Kill them all."

"Understood."

Crack!

Immediately after, the sound of chains breaking spread. It was the sound of the chandelier, which had been emitting light, falling.

Clang! Crash! Smash!

The world is enveloped in darkness. In the night rushing toward midnight, moonlight is far too weak. No matter how wide one opens their eyes, there's no miracle of gaining visibility in the darkened banquet hall.

"Aaaaaaah!"
"Kyaaaaa!"
"What on earth is happening...!"

Screams of chaos scatter. Only a handful of people had noticed the assassins' infiltration. Due to the banquet hall's sudden blackout, there wasn't enough time to properly assess the situation.

Meanwhile, I walked in a straight line toward the child I couldn't afford to lose.

"Eshtiel."

"Rahilt, big brother...?"

"That's right."

"Brother, brother...!"

"Yes, come here."

Eshtiel approached me with wobbly steps, trying to maintain her balance, and fell into my arms. Then, sniffling and stammering, she pleaded.

"What do we do, brother... Sister Serin collapsed. She must be in a lot of pain. And there are so many 'bad people' everywhere... Uuu..."

I patted Eshtiel's back as I moved.

"It's okay. The Knight Commander is here, and so is Rodrick."

"But Rodrick is just an old man..."

"...Hmm."

Since there's no time to explain this, I hurriedly left the area. I cut straight across the center of the banquet hall toward the terrace. An assassin controlling the terrace entrance blocked my way.

No need for words.

I strike down without hesitation with a blade gleaming in the pale moonlight.

Slash!

I buried Eshtiel's face against my chest.

"There's a child watching."

Supporting Eshtiel with one hand, I grab the blade with the other.

Crunch!

The murderous blade crumbles like a water-soaked scone. Without bothering to shake off the blade fragments remaining in my grasp, I grabbed the assassin's throat.

Splurt!

Blood spurts from his throat. The man could only make wheezing sounds with his dysfunctional vocal cords before collapsing.

Slice!

"Guurgh..."

Hiss!

"Kack..."

From behind, the sound of flesh being cut and the resulting death throes formed a harmony. Surprisingly, there was little commotion and screaming from the guests. It seems Rodrick and the Emperor's Knight Commander are properly controlling the banquet hall.

Therefore, I stepped onto the terrace without hesitation and leaped to the top of the banquet hall.

"You can open your eyes now, Eshtiel."

"Mmm... okay."

"I'm going to put out the fire now and then come back down. You mustn't move from here until I return. Can you stay still, Eshtiel?"

"I'll stay very still."

"Good."

I stroke Eshtiel's head. With my other hand, I summon forth the power. Eshtiel murmurs blankly as she watches.

"Black smoke... black dragon?"

I wonder what "black dragon" means.

Regardless of that unknown vocabulary, the observation of "black smoke" is technically incorrect.

This power, uniquely taking on physical force according to my will, is essentially a cloud, as I've come to understand while growing up. In other words, anything possible with clouds was possible. I produced endless storm clouds, filling the sky above the district.

Rumble, rumble!

The clear night sky of the district was covered by widely spread thunderclouds. Then, the first raindrop—what would later be called the miracle of the district—fell from the sky to the ground with a plop.

Drip, drop.

Whoooosh!

The thin streams of rain gradually narrowed their intervals, pouring down like countless spears. The fire that had been growing, consuming the night's peace, shrank pitifully in the blink of an eye. Now it was only a matter of time before the district's flames were extinguished.

"I'll be back, Eshtiel."

"Rahilt brother, don't get hurt..."

"You know I've never been hurt before."

I gather the power into a fluffy mass above Eshtiel's head.

It was meant as a makeshift umbrella.

As soon as I ensured she wouldn't get wet, I jumped back down to the terrace.

"Rain... it's raining...!"
"A miracle! Such a massive fire, so easily..."
"Oh, God..."

Unexpectedly leisurely comments.

It seemed the suppression of the assassins had proceeded more smoothly than imagined. Focusing my senses, I could see Rodrick wiping blood from his face, surveying the surroundings with eyes that had regressed to those of his past.

'He would have known everything, of course.'

Rodrick had predicted it all from the beginning.

The infiltration routes of the assassins.

Their subsequent movements.

And even the plans they would likely make based on those movements, calculating their efficiency.

It must have been child's play for him.

Because Rodrick was the epitome of such a human archetype.

[I can teach you. I'll make sure you can live comfortably without wanting for anything. So please... spare my life. I'm Rodrick. I'm something of a celebrity in our circles...]

The eight-year-old me was not lied to by Rodrick who begged for his life.

True to his promise, Rodrick was a celebrity in the underworld.

On the surface, he was an information broker dealing with all kinds of information circulating in society. The hidden side of such a man was the apex of assassins known as the Plague.

Even if retired, his experience remains intact. Planning an assassination in a place where Rodrick existed was a foreshadowed failure from the start.

I called out to him as he was finishing up the situation.

"Rodrick..."

That's when it happened.

Before I could convey my message properly, a massive greatsword flew toward me like an arrowhead with merciless momentum.
I inevitably summoned the power to protect myself.
I had to proceed even at the risk of witnesses. It was a flying sword containing such killing intent and power.

Clang!

"Rahil... Rihart!"

Rodrick screamed a cry comparable to a wail. I was pushed out beyond the terrace—outside the banquet hall—by the massive mass, without even time to respond.


"This is...?"

A familiar greatsword. By the time I had pictured the owner of the greatsword in my mind, a man with a mountain-like build had already crossed over.

The Knight Commander of the Imperial Knights.

The scar on the man's face, which he had personally carved when I was five years old on the anniversary of my parents' death, proves his identity.

A twisted fate has manifested.

"Finally found you, child of the deposed emperor!"

"..."

"I've been waiting for this day. The root of trouble I let slip, the only mistake left by my arrogance. I've lived with the mindset that I couldn't rest easy for a moment as long as you were alive."

He raises his greatsword and adds:

"Did you think I wouldn't recognize you if you wore a mask? Not at all! Only I, who was defeated by you, have not forgotten you. Those clear, transcendent eyes..."

"...I have never defeated you."

"Are you trying to deny it?"

"No. It's simply a fact."

To the man who saw through me across the years, I bowed my head with respect.

"It's been 14 years since we last met. I am Rahilt, the child of the deposed emperor you claim me to be."

"Ha... haha! To have deceived the world so perfectly!"

He laughed maniacally. His obsession, released after more than a decade, seemed to have reached its peak.

"I have no desire to fight you."

"For me, it's enough. More than enough motivation to risk my life to kill you."

"..."

"Haha, a miracle? This rain? These dark clouds in the sky? I, who have directly witnessed your ability, am not fooled, child of the dragon who controls even the weather."

The man had closed his heart long ago. No matter what I explain or how I explain it, he won't listen. In his mind, I was a monster wearing human skin.

"For the peace of all people, I shall cut down the last dragon remaining on earth."

Boom!

He leaps.

A nimble movement that lightly ignores the weight characteristic of a large man, and a tyrannical strike dominated by dark resentment.

"Now is the age of humans!"

Crash!

With immense force, a horizontal slash of the greatsword unfolds. Though it was just a simple swing, the air pressure pressing against my face was intense.

I summon the power.

The black clouds gather densely, taking the form of a black sword perfectly matching my stature.

Crack!

An ambiguous impact sound.

Neither hitting metal nor bursting liquid, an in-between tone.

But the efficiency was outstanding. The slash that could cleave rock was completely blocked by the fluffy black form.

Then, the man dug in his foot.

Slide, thud!

"Ugh."

My body was lifted. The man was forcibly pushing with his brute strength.

My eyes widened.

The experience of being pushed by sheer strength was the first since my childhood.

Bang!

The moment the monstrous strength erupted was instantaneous.

My floating body flew explosively along the trajectory of the swung greatsword.

Crash!

The air resistance was fierce. It was difficult to maintain balance. As I planted my feet on the ground with an unsteady body, I was helplessly caught in inertia and dragged along the ground.

The imperial palace was already far away.

It was a distance where no one could observe our battle. Yet an ominous roar warns me.

Boom!

A powerful footstep unfolds. The man who had reached the pinnacle of imperial knights closed this much distance with just one leap.

"I'm not being careless. I laid down my pride long ago when a five-year-old child tore my face. If you don't counterattack, that too will be cause for celebration."

"If you hold a grudge for the injury I caused, I could somehow..."

"I told you! I laid down my pride long ago!"

Clang!

The massive blade struck the ground.

Dust scattered and rock fragments flew like meteor showers. The impact of the fragments would be enough to tear through my body.

Clear murderous intent.

But I could only defend passively. The reason why I had to do so was clear.

"If not resentment, then why...?"

"Because your existence bears sin. That's all there is to it."

Original sin.

As the child of the deposed emperor and his consort, I was born with many sins.

The innocent imperial citizens who died were part of that, and Eshtiel's past was also part of that original sin.

It's an understandable matter. As a knight protecting the imperial family, he had every right to question my sins.

"I hear you saved the Imperial Princess. But I don't believe in goodwill. If it was kindness, you should have revealed that you were the child of the deposed emperor. How could I stand by and watch as you hide your origins and ride on the imperial family's favor...!!!"

"Is the imperial family's will the same as yours?"

"Of course not. My lord is merciful. So this is purely my will and disobedience. It's nothing more than removing a potential threat to the empire based on my judgment."

"I see. That's... a relief."

I feel relieved.

The wish for me to disappear is not Serin's will. Her smile toward me was genuine, not pretense. Just that fact brought a strange warmth to my chest being beaten by the heavy rain.

'Still, the difficult situation remains unchanged.'

He was strong.

Not someone I could subdue moderately.

Either kill him completely, or I unilaterally flee. He's a person who forces a difficult binary choice.

'Even so, I absolutely cannot kill him.'

I don't particularly feel guilty about killing. I just think it's unnecessary.
It's not that I don't want to offend Serin and the imperial family either.
It's just because it's this person. Because it was he who sincerely rushed to kill me, I couldn't take his life.

As the stalemate continued with me focusing only on evasion, he provoked me.

"What's wrong? Do you not even feel I'm worth facing? I hope that feeling lasts until I cut off your head!"

He was full of openings. But he was equally destructive and agile.

Taking advantage of the fact that I had completely abandoned the idea of attacking, he openly gave up a defensive stance.

"Kuk, ahah, ahahahaha!"

He swung his greatsword in ecstasy. His endlessly emerging strength was admirable. Just from the aftermath, the beautiful scenery of the imperial palace was becoming devastated.

One-sided devastation.

The moment the battle's situation, which seemed like it would continue for a lifetime, flipped was instantaneous.

Bang!

A sound of something tearing through the air.

Both the man and I stopped in surprise and turned our gaze to the source of the sound. There, an unknown form was stepping through the air at tremendous speed.

Soon, a black mass falls, enduring the heavy rain. We realized it was a human figure only after narrowing our eyes.

"What are you doing right now!"

Thud!

As she plunged to the ground, she deflected the man's greatsword with an accelerated kick. With just that one strike, the man's grip loosened, and the greatsword that had been turning the imperial palace into a wasteland broke into three pieces.

"Serin..."

"Imperial Princess."

We both named the intruder simultaneously.

In a situation where we would have nothing to say even with ten mouths, the man and I froze.

"Imperial Princess. You clearly drank poison..."

"If it's a poison I've tasted before, it's only natural to detoxify quickly!"

It was absolutely not natural. Serin's pride, her inhuman body, was truly monstrous.

After shouting, she coldly addressed the man.

"Knight Commander Ruslet. Which of your lords ordered you to persecute this Imperial Princess's guest?"

"No one issued such an order."

"It's your own judgment?"

"Yes, that's correct. Because only I recognized this person's true identity."

"Oh, is the guild master a criminal?"

"Yes, a criminal."

Knight Commander Ruslet boldly expressed his view. After confirming his will, Serin placed her hands on her hips and asked:

"Then is that sin innate? Or acquired?"

"Innate, his original sin."

"Original sin? Original sin..."

"Yes, original sin. Without a doubt."

"Haha..."


Serin let out a small laugh. It was far too hollow to be a laugh of pleasure.

When the hollow laughter abruptly stopped, Serin coldly announced:

"You are wrong."

"Imperial Princess?"

Knight Commander Ruslet reflexively called out to Serin. However, Serin continued without caring:

"A child born bears no sin. Original sin? The very existence of such a term is disgusting."

"But!"

"He is my person!"

"...!"

"As long as I stand on my two legs, no one in the world can touch my people."

The area fell silent at Serin's declaration.

Even the common insects seemed reluctant to make sounds, pressed down by her aura. It was a frost-like aura that could make even the free breeze stop in its tracks.

This time, she looked at me.

"Rian."

"Yes."

"Come here."

"..."

"Hurry."

Serin gently urged.

It wasn't an order. It was a respectful invitation to me. Without knowing the reality that I was the child of the deposed emperor, it was a kind word delivered only to the Rian she knew.

It was temptation.

A dangerous temptation where my fingers might melt if I reached out carelessly.

She was imprinting in me the feeling of a moth throwing itself into a brilliant light.

"..."

One step. I take a step forward.

And then another step. And yet another. The rhythm of footsteps accelerates, and the steps I take gradually speed up.

Step, step, thud, thud!

"...Rian?"

Serin calls out to me in astonishment. On the other hand, Knight Commander Ruslet laughed joyfully with a face full of manic laughter.

"Yes, that's it. I never thought of winning anyway. I wasn't stupid enough not to know the immense gap!"

The target I was closing the distance to was Knight Commander Ruslet.

I betrayed Serin and poured all my concentration in his direction.

"Kill me, and reveal your true nature!"

Finally, Ruslet exposes his chest nakedly.

I rushed toward him with his vital point clearly exposed, and

Stab!

I offered my shoulder to the sharp dagger aiming for his back.

"Ugh."

"Rian!"

"What...?"

The joy and sorrow of the three people intersected.

No, to be precise, it should be called four, including the surviving assassin.

I grabbed the assassin's head and drove it into the ground like a nail.

Crash!

Even if he doesn't die, he'll lose consciousness for a while. It was a moderate handling to leave someone to interrogate later.

"...Why?"

It was a question mark that encapsulated a long sentence.

Why did you save me?

If you had left it alone, no one would have held you responsible, and you could have silenced me.

For what purpose did you save someone trying to kill you? And even getting your shoulder cut in the process.

His eyes trembled.

Confusion. That was the emotion in Ruslet's eyes.

"Rian! Wait a moment. I'll immediately provide first aid...!"

"Just a moment, Serin."

At my request, Serin stopped her urgent steps.

"Please wait. I have something I must tell this person."

"You...?"

"Rian..."

Just as Serin had gently urged me, I too made a request to her.

"It will only take a moment, could you please step back?"

"......Alright."

Fortunately, Serin agreed. To fulfill my request, she stepped back to a distance where our conversation would be obscured by the heavy rain.

"You... what are your intentions?"

"I have no intentions."

"Are you telling me to believe the nonsense that you saved me out of pure goodwill? That's not even funny."

"Goodwill... perhaps that word choice isn't wrong."

If it's called goodwill, it would seem incredibly meager from his perspective. Even so, I had a sense of righteousness that I had to carry through. I sincerely bowed deeply to the man who was bristling with hostility.

"All along, I wanted to... express my gratitude for the mercy you showed."

"Are you insane...? Child of the deposed emperor."

"I am perfectly sane."

I confirmed that Serin's view was completely blocked by the man's back, and slowly removed my mask. Seeing the appearance of a child across 14 years, Ruslet's broad shoulders trembled. It was only natural for his face to contort in bewilderment.

"You must be wondering why I'm doing this."

"..."

Though his mouth was shut, it was definitely an affirmative response.

Therefore, I honestly conveyed the gratitude I had held since my lonely childhood at age five until now.

"The reason I saved you is because I haven't forgotten the mercy you showed to a young boy who was being chased in the district that day. You drew your scabbard instead of your blade."

I was weak when I had just learned to speak. Though born with abilities incomparable to peers, I was just a baby bird that had just hatched.

In reality, I couldn't shake off Ruslet in the district that day.

Far from shaking him off, I allowed a strong strike.

Thanks to being hit with the scabbard, it ended with the incident of being embedded in a wall, but if he had drawn his real sword, I would surely have died instantly.

Ruslet's intention to draw his scabbard was the minimum consideration for a child. Thanks to that insignificant consideration, I am still alive today.

And I had the opportunity to meet Rodrick and Eshtiel, feel human warmth, and gradually learn normalcy.

There were overflowing reasons to repay his kindness.

"Thank you."

I truly wanted to convey these words.

To you who suffered from the wound I inflicted.

I, who had mastered normalcy, really wanted to tell you.

"..."

He didn't hastily open his mouth.

He just covered his face as if washing it in the pouring rain and exhaled deep regret.

"It wasn't consideration, nor mercy."

"It doesn't matter."

"If I had known your capabilities, I would have drawn my real sword."

"That statement proves the truth that you drew your scabbard because I was a child."

"...Ha."

I looked directly at the face of the man who had lost the will to retort. And Ruslet, whose hatred seemed to have been washed away by the heavy rain, faced me head-on.

Following Rodrick and Eshtiel, the third person to see my bare face was the large knight who had tried to kill me.

Drip. Drop.

The rain loses its momentum.

The storm clouds, having fulfilled their role, dispersed, bidding farewell to the stars adorning the sky.

The moon and stars sparkled brightly, as if washed clean by the rain.

I shook off the moisture from my mask.

It was time to return to being Rihart, the mercenary guild master, not Rahilt, the child of the deposed emperor.

"Damn it."

Ruslet cursed.

Unable to bear the confusion, at the end of his gaze looking up at the sky, stars would be shining.

"If you're not going to stop me, I'll go."

"..."

Has he developed a habit of expressing affirmation through silence? I didn't refuse his goodwill and moved in the direction where Serin had retreated.

With this, my story comes to a period.

The rest I will leave to his choice.

Hopefully, this time it will be a choice without regrets.

Next ChapterI'm furious.

This is the kind of anger that makes you a fool if you deny it. I just realized the harsh truth that no matter how much I love Rahilt, it's difficult to understand everything about him.

First, he defends the knight commander who stepped out of line and tried to kill him. And he shows no sign of explaining the exact reason why.

But what drives me to even greater anger is Rahilt's decisive action.

He probably thinks he covered himself well enough, but I saw him removing his mask in front of Ruslet. Of course, I couldn't observe clearly because of the pouring rain and Ruslet's mountain-like shoulders blocking Rahilt!

'How could he show his face to that person before showing it to me...?'

I'm shocked.

I lost to that muscle-bound man who's practically my enemy. I'm sorry for being born as a pathetic villainess with less charm than a middle-aged man.

Damn it, sharing intimate conversations with him showing a face he's never shown me? If this isn't NTR, what is?

"I'm angry..."

"Serin?"

"I'm really... angry."

I was examining Rahilt's shoulder in the infirmary attached to the main palace. After all the chaos, the wound inflicted by the assassin who escaped the banquet hall was quite deep, which made me angry. Couldn't he value his body more? Even though I love him, it hurts my heart when he gets injured.

Look at this.

Look at the bandages tightly wrapped around his bare shoulder. I don't know who did it, but it's wrapped quite beautifully. Oh wait, I did it myself?

"I was angry but... haah."

Haah...

Haah... Haah...

Haah... Haah... Haah... Haaah...

"My anger... is fading."

As I stare directly at his bare upper body, his fair skin looks like the color of paradise. His swollen chest muscles and clearly defined abs, which I estimate to be around 11% body fat, captivate my eyes. They practically imprison my gaze.

His sinewy forearms, which I normally wouldn't even notice, looked delectable—he's the type who looks slim when clothed.

Is this the bloodline of a dragon? Is this the figure of a man destined to be the male lead? It's frustrating that he shows everything else but stubbornly refuses to remove his mask. So frustrating!

"Your eyes... your breathing... they're strangely uneven."

"It's all because Rian is so sexy..."

"Wh-what?"

"Oh, what did I just say?"

"Well, um..."

Rahilt couldn't bring himself to repeat what he'd heard, so he blurred the truth.

"I... didn't quite catch that either."

"I thought so."

"Has your anger subsided?"

"I've never been in a worse mood than today."

"I see."

I shouldn't have been so quick to declare that. I was giggling away, not realizing that Rahilt's cautious behavior was a kind of foreshadowing.

The moment my facial features crumpled came like a thief.

"I have something to tell you about Lady Rashera."

"That sha... lalala woman, right?"

"I'm not sure about 'shalala,' but if you mean the only daughter of the Ruat viscounty, then yes."

"Ugh, fine. Let's hear it."

Why is Rashera that bitch's name coming from Rahilt's lips? I've abandoned any delusion that we'll follow the original story now, but I don't like the fact that Rahilt is mentioning her name directly. It feels like hearing an ex-girlfriend's name from your boyfriend's mouth.

It's sad enough that I have no dating experience, yet I keep realizing so many things on my own.

I realize what it feels like to be NTR'd by a man.
I realize what it feels like when your boyfriend mentions his ex-girlfriend's name.

Well, let's hear it.

Depending on the reason, I might become as depressed as Rahilt's chest is firm.

"I encountered Lady Rashera on the terrace of the banquet hall today."

"Hmm, you met in a private room?"

"Is there any place more open than a terrace...?"

"...Continue."

He seems to have forgotten that a man and woman meeting on a terrace implies a secret rendezvous. With Rahilt's coexisting brilliance and cluelessness, this is entirely plausible.

"Ahem, the lady confessed to me."

"Confessed? High alcohol content?"

"...Yes. It was a confession about the Ruat family's secrets."

"Ah, I see."

Rahilt, your word choice is so suggestive! If it weren't me, someone might have misunderstood.

"The lady spoke first. She said there's a high possibility that the viscount's family orchestrated the attack on the banquet hall."

"I... see."

This was surprising.

If they orchestrated the attack, it means the Ruat viscounty was the source of the drug that poisoned me and my father. They must have been desperately conducting research to eliminate us.

"The lady seemed to want me to stop her family from going out of control."

From there, Rahilt's explanation continued at length.


How Rashera approached him first and confessed her family's treason.
Why Rahilt was her only choice.
And what she hoped to achieve through this.

As I listened to Rahilt's entire story, only one thought came to mind.

'This woman is impressively clever.'

Yes, I admit it. As frustrating as it is, Rashera had keen insight. If she had mentioned treason to me or my parents, my father would have immediately flown over and exterminated the viscount's family.

Moreover, it was wise to have Rahilt speak on her behalf. She saw right through me, knowing I couldn't refuse his request. She wasn't someone who casually exploited the original protagonist. No wonder she was so good at gaslighting. Just remembering it makes me angry again.

I let out a sigh.

"Phew, I understand. The viscount's family will fall, but I'll make sure they have a way to survive."

I'll have to adjust their title to baron. Most of their fiefs will be reclaimed, and the assets to be seized will be astronomical.

Still, I plan to give them enough funds to start anew. Besides, a woman like Rashera can easily choose any man she wants, so maintaining a decent lifestyle shouldn't be difficult.

"Is this enough?"

"Of course. That's what she wanted."

"You're so innocent and pure..."

Planning an assassination against the imperial family yet having her relatives survive unscathed—this will be recorded in history as an unprecedented case.

'What can I do... Rashera's strategy of targeting my weakness for my love is impressive.'

Her decisiveness in confessing her family's treasonous intentions to Rahilt, and her perceptiveness in reading my feelings for him from a brief afternoon conversation—Rashera is truly remarkable. No wonder she played the role of the original female lead who pressured the princess.

As much as I'd like to cut out future troubles...

"Sigh!"

In front of Rahilt's abs and pectorals, I can only let it go completely.

I'm just licking my lips, not daring to touch him for fear of losing control. Right now, I'm like a wolf enduring the sight of premium grade raw beef right in front of me.

'I left Tiel with the maids because I didn't know what might happen...'

I shake my head from side to side.

Begone, temptation.

I suggested to Rahilt, who was finishing dressing after his treatment:

"Things should be wrapping up by now. Most guests are probably staying in rooms provided by the main palace, and key figures will be seated in the grand conference hall."

"I should go."

"After all, you're the main character."

However, Rahilt only actually took down two assassins. In that sense, the true contributor to this incident would be his aide, my father-in-law.

'He was amazing...'

That pack of assassins all seemed like children. Half of them died in the improvised traps set up as soon as they infiltrated. Even in that darkened space, Master Ro Eun-young eliminated the assassins with remarkable ease.

Indeed, the nanny of the world's strongest character was no ordinary person.

While I was reminiscing about the banquet hall, Rahilt called out to me.

"Serin."

"Yes?"

"Thank you. For everything, all of it."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Hmm."

I squinted at him, examining him closely. His attitude was genuinely sincere. Therefore, I casually expressed my desperate wish.

"If you're grateful, grant me one request."

"No."

"......?"

"No. Not that."

"How do you know what I was going to ask?!"

"I knew exactly what was coming. Serin was about to make an impossible request."

"..."

This person knows me too well.

Is there any way to describe this other than as soulmates?

So I expressed my wish, even while anticipating rejection.

"If you could just take off your mask once..."

"..."

No.

That was Rahilt's cold answer.

◇

Serin's glaring side-eye hurts. How strong must a person be to inflict damage with just a look?

After walking for about ten minutes with my true feelings hidden behind my mask, we were finally approaching the grand conference hall. Without showing any sign of announcing us, Serin lightly knocked on the door and pushed it open.

Inside were high-ranking nobles from both the emperor's faction and the deposed emperor's faction. Rodrick stood behind an empty seat at the back of the hall.

"You've arrived, Seriniel. And Knight Commander Rihart, please come in."

The emperor's permission was granted. Serin whispered lightly:

"See you later, Rian."

She proceeded to the emperor's side. I sat in the empty seat that Rodrick had indicated and observed my surroundings.

The moment to get to the main point arrived swiftly.


"I've heard everything about the Knight Commander's actions. Your contribution to suppressing this incident is significant, yet you suffered considerable damage due to Knight Commander Ruslet's unilateral action."

"It was merely a minor misunderstanding."

"Even so, the fact remains that he was disrespectful to Seriniel's guest. Your contribution is great, but this side committed a discourtesy, so proper compensation is needed to balance the scales."

"I merely did my duty, but I won't decline Your Majesty's goodwill."

"Haha, indeed. Does the Knight Commander have any specific wishes?"

"I would like to defer the answer to my aide who oversees our management."

"I permit it."

Given the right to speak, Rodrick placed his hand on his chest and bowed respectfully. With a dignified attitude completely devoid of servility, he made his request to the emperor:

"Your wise Majesty! We have only one wish. As a special case for this incident, please recognize the Windmill Mercenary Group as a knightly order under Count Elenot's house!"

"So you wish to become the Windmill Knightly Order rather than the Windmill Mercenary Group."

"Precisely."

The emperor stroked his chin as if deep in thought. However, his subtle smile suggested his mind was already half made up.

"According to imperial law, a group cannot be recognized as a knightly order unless it's under a noble house. How can I, as emperor, disregard the law?"

"But there remains one precedent, Your Majesty."

"Speak."

"When a child who is the sole survivor of a family achieves considerable merit, and when their ability to pay the taxes imposed on nobles is proven, there is a precedent from 30 years ago allowing the early bestowal of a title that would normally be received upon coming of age."

"Oh, so you intend to bypass the mercenary group through Lady Elenot!"

"Our Knight Commander Rihart is someone Lady Elenot follows like an older brother. In other words, he risked his life for family, and Lady Elenot is the hidden contributor who should be encouraged for this."

"Haha..."

It was clearly wordplay. But whether it was wordplay or truth didn't matter in the current situation.

A pretext.

All that was needed was a suitable pretext to direct the merit toward Eshtiel. If that happened, combining the merits of this incident and the compensation would provide more than enough material to commend Eshtiel.

The emperor let out a low exclamation at Rodrick's calculation.

"I approve your intention."

"It is an honor, Your Majesty."

There was no opposition from the nobles. It was uncertain whether the revival of the Elenot county would affect the factional tug-of-war.

A group that was ambiguous as to whether it belonged to the emperor's faction or the deposed emperor's faction.
A count family with only a nominal title and no fief, along with its prospective knightly order.

This was their current perception.

"To alleviate any potential opposition, let's proceed with an abbreviated ceremony right here and now. Chamberlain, quickly bring the relevant documents."

Shortly after, the chamberlain who carried out the order returned with documents and the emperor's seal. Finally, the moment of Rodrick's long-cherished wish was about to be fulfilled.

"From this moment forward, I command that Eshtiel Elenot, Countess, shall live as Count Elenot."

Thud!

The emperor's undeniable seal was clearly stamped on the certificate.

"Now, all that remains is for the lady's... no, Count Elenot's approval and seal to be stamped on the document and notified to the imperial court. Then your wish will be fulfilled."

"We are deeply grateful! We will certainly not disappoint you!"

"Disappointment? As long as you pay your taxes properly, that's all that matters."

The emperor chuckled. He seemed secretly pleased since it was a request that required no political consideration. Rodrick must have known this and therefore made his claim without hesitation.

"With this, I adjourn the meeting. Everyone must be greatly shocked. There will be appropriate compensation for the guests later. For now, please rest comfortably in the palace."

Indeed, they seemed exhausted as they relaxed their facial muscles and left one by one.

We were the same.

Rodrick and I headed toward the room where Eshtiel was staying.

On the way, I looked out the window. Through the transparent glass, I could see the wrecked banquet hall in the distance.

Confirming there was no one around, I opened my closed mouth.

"Rodrick."

"..."

"It's all right. You can deceive me, you can hide what you're doing. No matter what you do, even if I get hurt because of it, I can handle it all."

"..."

"But innocent others are off-limits."

I don't mind being stabbed with a sword. I have no regrets about the bandages tightly wrapped under my outer garment. My extreme insensitivity to malice directed at me remains the same as ever.

"Your business plan. If that business plan to make us a knightly order had gone even slightly wrong, it would have been a disaster."

"...Indeed it would have."

I gave a final warning to Rodrick, who readily admitted it.

"Never hide something like today's incident from me again. This is not an order from Knight Commander Rihart, but a wish from Rahilt, a child of the deposed emperor who trusts and follows you."

"...I understand. I promise."

"I'll believe you."

By the time I received his assurance.

We open the door we've just arrived at.

Eshtiel, who has just become a count instead of a countess, greets us with a sunflower-like smile.

"Big brother!"

"We've been waiting, our Count Eshtiel."

And so I stepped into a room filled with human warmth.

Next ChapterThe air was cold.

The mountain path at dawn, as the moon faded, was chilly and dangerous. The slope deceived one's perception from beyond the field of vision, while protruding rocks and tree roots lay in wait to trip unwary feet.

"Huff... huff..."

"Haa... haa..."

The harsh breathing of two people created white puffs in the air. Such was the temperature of the winter mountain still covered in white snow.

Damn it, no matter how they stepped, the soft snowfield faithfully imprinted the fugitives' tracks. With enough time, no target would be impossible to track.

"Haa... hic... Rodrick... I'm so tired..."

"Bear with it, kid. If we stop now, we might all end up dead."

"Hic... Will Rahilt be safe?"

"He'd survive even if everyone else in the world died. So worry about yourself."

"Okay..."

Eshtiel squeezed out a labored response while catching her breath. Watching her, Rodrick squeezed his eyes shut.

'Damn it... why is this happening?!'

It had started as a simple request.

A request came in to subjugate bandits that were rampaging in a territory. Since all available forces were away at the time, Rahilt decided to go alone.

That was the beginning of trouble.

An unidentified force attacked their headquarters.

The number and quality of troops were overwhelming for Rodrick to resist alone. With his retired and aging body, it was difficult to move as he wished.

So Rodrick fled with only Eshtiel, the most precious member of the mercenary group.

Eshtiel, with only three years left until she came of age. He had to save this young girl somehow. As long as Eshtiel survived, Rahilt's mind wouldn't completely collapse.

'I absolutely cannot lose her. He's finally shed his old shell and become more human. I can't let that all be in vain.'

The child of the deposed emperor, Rahilt. They first met when he was eight years old.

The child who showed not even a fragment of emotion seemed like an intricately carved doll made by God.

The only desire he had was not wanting to be alone. Just that modest yearning was the only human scent the child possessed.

It felt strange.

He should have just begged for his life and meticulously planned how to use the situation... but as time passed, the child gradually changed from being a means to an end.

Sometimes he would fall into foolish fantasies, wondering if this was what it felt like to have a child of one's own.

Was that why? Like a fool, he even visited the imperial palace, wanting to completely cut away his past that was called "the Plague."

He pleaded that he would give up everything about the assassin known as the Plague. That he would contribute to establishing the imperial special forces. He begged them to erase his past while promising to serve with great contributions.

Fortunately, the Emperor and Empress of that time accepted his proposal.

He would secretly grin at the thought of becoming even slightly more respectable.

Later, as time passed.

When they took in Eshtiel, he felt like a nanny with two children. Before he knew it, they had grown up and transformed into not-so-cute appearances. Yet somehow, that made him even more pleased.

"Haa... haa..."

The well-raised young girl was working hard to keep up.

Youth is truly wonderful. Despite having lived an intense life, his body was reaching its limit, yet Eshtiel was moving her legs so diligently.

What Plague?

Who was the Tower of Assassins?

This was the end of an old man steeped in human warmth.

He spoke softly.

"Kid, don't stop. Run even if your lungs burst. As long as you're not caught, he'll somehow resolve everything."

"Rodrick...?"

"I'm just a burden. Leave me behind and go quickly."

"What nonsense is that?!"

Oh my, perhaps it was because of the group she grew up in. The seemingly well-raised young girl was cursing.


He set aside his startled heart. He had to detach her meager sympathy by any means necessary.

"You disliked me anyway. Why hesitate now? I don't like people who dislike me either."

"You... jerk... who, who dislikes whom!"

"I dislike you, kid."

He deliberately spoke provocatively, but it seemed to have the opposite effect.

"Don't do this... don't leave me alone, Rodrick... let's go together, okay?"

"Where to? The afterlife?"

"Rodrick...!"

"At least you need to survive. I'll buy you enough time, so hurry and go."

"What am I supposed to say if I go alone? Tell Rahilt that I used you as bait because I wanted to survive? And then comfort him as he blames himself? No, I don't want to, I don't... we have to go together, okay?"

"Haah..."

By now, he had an intuition.

This was a forced choice between either both of them not making it, or both of them reuniting in tatters. One of two futures.

"This way!"
"They seem to have tired themselves out...!"
"Finally caught up."

The unidentified pursuers were catching up.

They claimed to be knights of the imperial court. Indeed, the swordsmanship they used was unmistakably imperial. Under normal circumstances, one would dismiss any doubts, but...

"Their shamelessness leaves me speechless."

In reality, it was likely swordsmanship hastily learned to make their disguise convincing.

Where did these madmen come from, impersonating the imperial court without even trying to be subtle?

"Eshtiel."

Not "kid" or "youngster," but Eshtiel. It had been a long time since he properly called her by name.

"Step back so you won't get in the way."

"Okay..."

Eshtiel retreated behind a thick old tree. After confirming her movement, Rodrick drew two daggers and throwing weapons tied at his waist.

"Haah... I've really lived such an exemplary life until today."

He gave them a sincere warning that might be his last.

"If the world ends, know that you fools are the primary contributors to that stupidity."

Spitting his lament onto the freezing ground, the man once known as the Plague charged at full force.

◇

It was a scream of a person's character crumbling into pieces.

The winter wind carried the thick scent of blood. White snow created a red blood path, gradually covering the numerous corpses at its end.

Among them, trembling hands reached toward two bodies.

The cold, stiff bodies of a beautiful young girl and an elderly man.

His peaceful world collapsed in an instant.

The happiness he had held in his hands slipped through his fingers like fine sand.

His heart ached.

For the first time in his life, his emotions violently surged.

The last unknown emotion he recognized was hatred. A dark, viscous feeling that could tear the sky apart if only he could find the culprits.

A woman following behind placed her hand on his shoulder.

She was Rashera Ruat, the precious daughter of the marquis territory where Rahilt had been dispatched.

"This is imperial swordsmanship."

"..."

"Given my father's position, I've heard such stories. That the imperial court secretly established a special force. People whose identities no one knows, who carry out assassinations, operations, and even manipulate public opinion."

Rashera slightly corrected herself, placing her index finger on her lips.


"Of course, it's just a conspiracy theory... but seeing this, the evidence is too clear to dismiss. No matter how much they try to hide it, habits become ingrained. These wounds show traces of imperial knights' swordsmanship, however clumsily executed..."

Then Rashera's hands touched the two bodies.

Brushing off the accumulated snow, she knelt before them. Then, with her hands clasped in prayer, her demeanor was like that of a devout saint.

"May they find peace..."

At this sight, Rahilt's eyes turned toward her. Then he took the hand of Rashera, who had been praying with her eyes closed for a long time, and helped her up.

"The ground... is cold."

But Rashera, now standing, declined his consideration. Instead, she prostrated herself again and looked into Rahilt's blue eyes with her reddened ones.

"What does it matter? These two who met unjust deaths are still lying on the cold snow."

"..."

"I... find it hard to accept. The guild master is our territory's benefactor, and for people who were like family to such a person... to be so brutally..."

Rashera's sympathy fueled the hatred just budding in Rahilt.

Rodrick and Eshtiel.

To exact a price for the deaths of the two people he truly considered family, he could erase the imperial palace from the map right now.

Then, as if reading his will, Rashera spoke.

"Do you want revenge?"

"I don't kn—"

...

......

"Yes, I do."

"Do you want to kill them all?"

"Do you think I can't?"

"No, quite the opposite. I'm asking because I think you're more than capable."

Then Rashera subtly asked.

"Have you ever thought that death might be a luxury? Wouldn't you rather give them a life of crawling at the bottom than a moment of pain?"

Rahilt knew well.

As the child of a deposed emperor and a court lady, he knew better than anyone.

From his youth, he had constantly observed the despair and hellish obstinacy felt by those of high status when they fell into the abyss.

"I'll be on your side."

"..."

"Until the day your revenge is achieved to your satisfaction, I'll be by your side. I won't leave you alone."

"..."

"I'm sorry for hiding my true feelings. The truth is, I need you. Perhaps more than anyone in the world."

"..."

"Let's help each other. I'll try my best. So will you come with me?"

Rashera extended her hand.

Rahilt, struggling with hesitation, slowly reached out his hand. Rashera forcefully grabbed his hand.

She approached the man she had captivated and nestled deeply against him.

At that moment, joy bloomed on her face hidden below his chest.

'...Success.'

The assassins disguised as special forces had more than fulfilled their role.

There was no possibility of the deception being exposed. Because among them were one or two real special forces members recruited by the marquis family.

All that remained was to build Rahilt's trust and wait for him to reveal himself as the child of the deposed emperor.

As she contained her excited emotions, she met Rahilt's piercingly blue eyes.

"Someday, I'll take away your sadness."

The empty vow scattered on the winter wind.

Next Chapter
Signs of change arrived with splendid ceremony.

It had been a month since the commotion at Marquis Ruat's household was settled. A special guest visited the Empire, which had just regained its stability.

It was a delegation from the Carnar Kingdom.

The Carnar Kingdom shared a border with the western part of the Empire and had established the most amicable relationship among neighboring countries. Since the profits from trade were substantial, welcoming their delegation with grandeur was customary.

Unusually, the delegation was accompanied by the kingdom's chancellor, a noble figure. The chancellor looked forward to the celebratory banquet commemorating the delegation's visit. His mission was extremely important, and he could not afford to waste any opportunity.

"Your Imperial Majesty, I have a humble request."

"Speak freely."

"I wish to personally deliver the Second Prince's private letter to Her Highness the Imperial Princess."

"What?"

The Emperor's imposing expression suddenly hardened. No matter how he considered the intention behind delivering the letter, his thoughts only turned negative.

Serin and the Second Prince of Carnar Kingdom had never interacted before. A private letter between such formal acquaintances? The Emperor's features gradually contorted as he suspected the prince might be attempting to seduce his daughter.

"I understand Your Majesty's concerns, but there is one more person who wishes to deliver a letter of identical content."

"Ahem! I-I see. If it's a matter I should know about, I'd very much like to hear it."

"There's no reason why Your Majesty shouldn't know about the Empire's affairs."

He was someone who knew how to express things euphemistically and gently. The Emperor seemed to appreciate the chancellor's manner of speaking, showing signs of guilt for his hasty suspicion.

Finally, the chancellor opened his mouth and revealed the other sender of the letter.

"It is Your Imperial Majesty himself."

◇

Since the attempted rebellion at the Marquis's estate, I had been staying on the estate for about a month. I followed the suggestion that it would be good to help Eshtiel adjust to estate life as Count Elenot.

During that time, Serin's surprise visits when she was free from official duties were occasionally troublesome. While Eshtiel welcomed her like a puppy wagging its tail, I sometimes wanted to avoid Serin.

When I was with her, I felt a strange tickling sensation around my chest. It was like something was relentlessly pounding on the large, solid wall surrounding my heart.

Somehow, it felt awkward yet not unpleasant. It was a paradoxical phenomenon difficult to describe in words.

While I was surrounded by this puzzling daily life, one day an imperial summons arrived from the palace.

It was a document with no specific purpose written on it. Rodrick, out of concern, chose to accompany me. Eshtiel, who insisted on coming along, sadly agreed to stay and play with the maids.

That's how I ended up in the imperial audience chamber without knowing what was happening.

"It's been a while, Commander Rihart. No, I should call you Captain Rihart now?"

"I've been blessed by Your Majesty's grace."

"Don't attribute your achievements to me. Isn't it a title you rightfully earned?"

"...Thank you for your consideration."

The formal greetings ended there. In the warmly heated atmosphere, the Emperor brought up his business.

"Thank you for coming to the palace. I sent the summons because I wanted to ask for Captain Rihart's help."

"My help, Your Majesty?"

"Serin will soon leave the Empire as an ambassador to the Carnar Kingdom. I would like Captain Rihart to accompany her as her guard."

This was surprising news.

A member of the imperial family being dispatched as an ambassador to another country carried meaning beyond appearances. The current Emperor, who wore the crown through revolution, and the absolute majority of emperors except those who were deposed, had experience serving as ambassadors to foreign countries.

In other words, Serin being appointed as ambassador meant she had taken one step closer to the throne. And as the ambassador to the Carnar Kingdom, the Empire's greatest ally, no less.

'Her younger brother Tesser is still young, so it would be difficult for the hierarchy to be reversed.'

Serin is kind-hearted, so she wouldn't treat her brother harshly. In that sense, I believe Serin ascending to the throne would be the best outcome.

Then the Emperor asked again.

"Will you accept? I called you here trusting your skills, which easily surpass those of the Imperial Knights' Captain... Hmm."

"I will gladly obey Your Majesty's command."

This was a mission I had to accept unconditionally. Serving as a guard to an imperial princess acting as ambassador would bring substantial financial rewards. Moreover, since I, as the captain, was taking to the field directly, the reputation of the Windmill Knights would also rise.

In fact, Rodrick didn't object either.

He just grumbled about whether that monster of a woman really needed protection.

"Ah, that reminds me."

The Emperor turned his piercing eyes toward me. It was truly a fearsome gaze befitting an absolute ruler. Though meant to convey authority, it was threateningly intense.

He spoke in a low voice, wrapped in several layers of solemnity.

"My daughter is truly innocent."

"...Pardon?"

"I hope you remember that and conduct yourself properly."

"I... understand."

I didn't really understand what he was saying, but I agreed unconditionally.

It was difficult to agree with the false premise that Serin was innocent, and his words suggesting he cared for her despite her being neglected in the palace were also puzzling.

Perhaps the truly innocent one was the Emperor himself, I thought irreverently.

The audience with the Emperor ended that way.

There shouldn't be any problems, I presumed. I remember thinking that quite recently.

But there was a problem. A massive one, beyond imagination.

At the mansion I had purchased on the estate—now named Count Elenot's Estate—a young girl's wail erupted.

"Nooooooooo! I don't want to, don't want to, don't want to! I want to go tooooo! I want to travel tooooo!"

It was Eshtiel's tantrum.

Exercising the privilege of a child, the tyrant Eshtiel. Rodrick tried to soothe her.

"Little one, it's not a trip, it's a diplomatic event. Please stop crying..."

"Rodrick, you traitor!"


"Oh boy."

"Why can't I go? I want to go too! I'll be so damn cool!"

"Good grief."

Rodrick grabbed the back of his neck, wondering where she had learned such language. I too was taken aback by Eshtiel's shocking vocabulary and squeezed my eyes shut.

"Eshtiel."

"Mmm."

"If you come with me, you'll have to study by my side every day."

"Ugh."

"But while I'm gone, I can't monitor you, so there's nothing I can do."

"..."

"I'm just saying. I won't be able to know what you're doing, so I can't worry about it."

Eshtiel's crying and fussing stopped abruptly. It seemed like high-level calculations were racing through that tiny head. I was worried her wisdom teeth might break through prematurely.

After finishing her calculations, Eshtiel pursed her lips like a duck's bill.

"Have you decided?"

"..."

She nodded.

"Well done, our Count Eshtiel."

"..."

Whisk!

Eshtiel turned her back and walked away sulkily. She'd probably lock herself in her room for three or four hours, but she'd soon come out. By the time of my departure, she would surely come to see me off with an adorable smile.

Meanwhile, Rodrick seemed troubled.

"I swear, that, that, that! I wonder who she's taking after with that bad temper."

"Who knows."

Since it's not me, it's reasonable to assume it's Rodrick.

"She'll get over it soon anyway."

"I know, she's just a kid after all."

What an optimistic dismissal.

Little did we know we would soon pay the price for our carelessness.

Eshtiel's mind was more extraordinary than adults could imagine.

I would soon learn that lesson painfully, as if struck by lightning.

◇

The long-awaited day arrived.

The day I would visit the Carnar Kingdom as Bellonin Empire's ambassador. And the precious days when I could enjoy intimate dates with Rahilt at the same time!

As soon as we were far from the imperial palace, I invited Rahilt into my carriage. Under the pretext of needing close protection, no one could object.

Rumors quickly spread that Knight Captain Ruslet had gone into seclusion after being defeated by Rahilt. And that it was a completely one-sided defeat.

Since Ruslet didn't bother to correct the rumors, they became established facts in social circles.

Not allowed in the carriage? It's inefficient? Nonsense! If you don't like it, you should be stronger than Rahilt.

That's how the current situation came to be. The happy arrangement of facing each other alone in a carriage that was spacious yet intimate!

I asked him, who seemed somewhat dazed.

"Hey, Rian. What are you thinking about?"

"I was thinking about Eshtiel."

"Tiel?"

"Yes. She didn't even come to see us off, so I'm worried about where she might be hiding. Rodrick will find her, but I can't help feeling anxious."

"Oh dear..."

Our sweet Cupitiel seems quite angry. I thought she would follow Rahilt around for anything related to him...

I too had fallen helplessly for Tiel's cuteness, so I was concerned about her.

Still, I didn't want to see Rahilt looking dejected. I wanted him to cheer up and smile, even a little.

I quietly lifted my bottom and moved to sit beside Rahilt. His shoulders flinched, and he slightly pushed his hips into the corner. Like prey cornered by a predator.

I found it somehow cute and unconsciously licked my lips. Oh my, what if I really become a beast at this rate?

Rustle.

The sound of uniforms brushing against each other. Since Rahilt had tucked his hips in, I pushed mine in that direction too.

I'm so glad I'm not wearing a dress. As I was dispatched as an ambassador, I wore a uniform today. Thanks to that, the distance between us could become even closer.

"Rian."

"...Yes, Serin."

"Why are you avoiding me like that?"

"We're close. Too close."

"Come on, aren't we familiar enough with this kind of distance?"

"I... I really don't understand what you mean by 'familiar'..."

Oh my, not knowing isn't an excuse. After all this time I've been teaching you.

If you don't know, you should learn. Ignorance isn't a sin, but knowing and not acting—that's a sin!

So shouldn't I, who knows better, take action first?

"I told you during the attack incident, didn't I? That Rian is my person. And I've never called anyone else my person before."

"Is... that so."


"That means Rian is my only person. At this point, we're not just an ordinary relationship, don't you think?"

"That seems... reasonable...?"

"In other words, distance isn't an issue between us!"

"Uh, um. Hmm..."

See? I've only pushed a little, and he's already about to give in. When it's this easy, I feel a tingling sense of guilt beneath my chest. Why is he so innocent?

"Makes me want to pinch him..."

"...Serin?"

"Eek, I let that slip."

"I didn't hear anything..."

But since I've brought it up, maybe I could ask for permission. Before Rian could pretend he hadn't heard, I made my move.

"Can I pinch you?"

"P-pardon?"

"Just lightly. Just a little."

Rahilt agonized. Though he was reserving his answer, I could already predict his conclusion. This was the same Rahilt who had previously consented to letting me touch his hair as much as I wanted. The hurdle for approving slight physical contact must have lowered considerably.

Eventually, Rahilt dropped his head weakly.

"If it's gentle... I suppose it's fine."

Is he seriously asking me to be gentle?
How does he so perfectly hit the points that provoke my sadistic tendencies?
Is Rahilt a genius at male behavior?

'I see... Is this what they call a match made in heaven... Is this what marriage is?'

My husband drives me crazy.

So without hesitation, I lightly pinched the back of Rahilt's hand.

"Ugh."

"Haah..."

Our moans mingled. It was just slightly lifting the skin, yet why was it so exciting? I became afraid of myself, feeling like I might cross a line.

"Hey, Rian. How far can I pinch you?"

"How far...?"

"Like the back of your hand. Or your forearm. Or the nape of your neck. Or your thigh."

And if it's the thigh, how deep is the permissible range—I want to know everything.

While saying this, I lightly pinched his forearm. Rahilt's moan was so close it was troubling. At this rate, I might feel it through my ears.

"Ugh..."

"Haah..."

"It's... difficult to say. How about you stop if I can't handle it?"

"Haha..."

Rahilt must not be in his right mind either. His reasoning must have deteriorated rapidly from trying to stop me. If he were in his right mind, he would have refused, saying we'd enjoyed enough.

Unfortunately, I wasn't a woman who declined a feast laid before me.

"Then a position where it's easier for Rian to stop me would be better, right?"

"Is there such a position?"

"Why wouldn't there be?"

I gently stood up and slowly sat down on Rahilt's lap. I stretched my legs out on the long seat and leaned my back against the side of the carriage.

It was like being held like a princess.

My shoulders used Rahilt's chest as a backrest, which was comfortable. Literally, Rahilt's profile was right in front of me. The sensation of our body heat mixing was thrilling.

The feeling of his firm thighs was rather uncomfortable, but that added to the excitement.

"Eep."

"Serin... hnngh."

"Rian... when you make strange sounds like that, it makes me want to pinch harder."

"This... I, I really don't understand what Serin is trying to do..."

"It's okay. Let's learn slowly, together."

We have plenty of time.

Let's spend lots of time together while I serve as ambassador.

"Rian, how do you feel like this?"

"..."

For a moment, Rahilt, whose entire body from collarbone to earlobe had turned bright red, buried his head against me as if giving up.

"Whoa..."

I almost screamed at the unexpected action. It seemed impossible to control my desires without screaming. However, I managed to endure and embraced Rahilt to my chest.

'This is... maternal love...'

No, it was just plain desire.

Now, about the question of how he felt.

Rahilt squeezed out an answer in a shrinking voice.

"I don't know..."

And so Rahilt broke his promise with Rodrick to seal away the "I don't know" answer.

For a while, his hot body temperature soaked me thoroughly.

It was an afternoon when I felt my heart might stop.

Next ChapterI sometimes have dreams.

The scenes from the past that come without any warning have such vivid colors. When those once monochrome memories are overlaid with color, I'm granted rights that were once lost to me. Then I suffer the pain of my thoughts becoming tangled at such an unfamiliar phenomenon.

At times like these, my heart pounds violently.

Meanwhile, the blood throughout my body alternates between running cold and boiling hot.

In a past where I rarely even spoke, let alone shouted, I'm overwhelmed by the urge to scream.

"He's my son, but how can he be so beautiful?"
"The brat stares like a doll, it's disgusting."
"For a child of a bankrupt drunk and a whore, at least his looks are..."
"I just wish they would all die. That's my only wish."
"Better to pray they live long, miserable lives in the rotten gutter."
"That child's very existence is a sin. Won't someone be brave enough to kill him?"

Countless daggers fly from my mother, father, and strangers whose names I don't even know, piercing my chest. Next comes my head, and when they tire of those targets, they evenly stab my lower abdomen and throat.

It hurt.

The collective wish for a despised family to die all at once accumulates into murderous intent. And their murderous intent reaches its mark perfectly, slashing my soul. That's how it was in a world overlaid with the same colors as everyone else's.

My heart, which had never been worn down by any malice, was nowhere to be found as hot droplets flowed beneath my eyes.

"Ugh..."

It was emotion.

An utterly ordinary emotion no different from any passerby's.

That was the key to restoring the colors of this world.

"...Ugh. Hic..."

My vision distorts.

The world reflected in my tears is so dreamlike that everything around me becomes blurry.

The five-year-old child sat down on the floor, curling up like a pill bug. Then, in a breaking voice, he poured out a plea to no one in particular.

"It hurts..."

My heart, my head, my limbs, my lower abdomen and throat—they all ache unbearably.

"People's eyes, their cruel words, their actions... they hurt so much."

What did I do wrong?

I was just born, yet it seems like every curse in this world was prepared just for me.

"I don't want to live."
[Just die already.]

"It's too painful."
[Compared to what we've been through...]

"I'm so sad and lonely."
[That's a cheap price for your sins.]

The tears burst forth.

I choke on my words as if hot water is surging up from inside my vocal cords.

"It feels like the world hates us. That's why I can't live."
[Of course someone like you deserves to be hated.]

"But I... don't want to die... I'm scared."
[Then live. Enduring the pain forever.]

It's hell on earth.

This was the true face of the world surrounding me.

You - live in evil.
You - die alone.

A life sworn to malice by the demands of the world.

How can I escape this purgatory where happiness is impossible?

I already know the answer to this problem.

Yes, I've been avoiding the golden rule that anyone would understand.

The feelings suppressed by original sin finally burst out.

"What if I destroy everything?"
[...]

"The people who hurt me so painfully, the world, everything... if I destroy it all... would I be allowed to live?"

The voice in my head that had been answering every question falls silent.

Perhaps because it's the right answer.

The world that had regained its colors turns dark.

I instinctively distinguish the color of emotions.

Hate. No, the name for something one level higher was hatred.

Now nothing else matters.

If loneliness can make me forget the pain, that would be fine too.

Let's burn this entire world to ashes with lightning.


Let me hate the world that hates me.

An eye for an eye. A tooth for a tooth. Hatred for hatred.

Let's create a world that burns in flames.

Just as I was conjuring a fluffy dark cloud in my palm.

[Shh.]

Suddenly, a warm body heat spread behind my back. At the same time, pitch-black hair flowed like waves below my shoulders.

It was a woman.

A woman whose face I couldn't see.

She had the bearing of a noble wearing extremely old-fashioned attire.

[Poor child.]

She whispers melodiously, as if reciting poetry.

[And also my beloved child.]

A hand so white it's almost transparent covers my eyes. As my vision turns to complete darkness, she speaks.

[Let me take on all your negative emotions. For the sake of the world you must live in.]

My strength drains away.

As consciousness fades, my hatred breaks.

[Hasn't a single ray of light hoping for your happiness miraculously found you?]

Gradually, I became numb to the abuse directed at me, and the world turned monochrome again.

[Please love and be loved, my child. Then surely you will have your own beautiful world.]

Finally, rays of light pour through the darkness.

In my awakening consciousness, the woman's fading voice reaches me sorrowfully.

[Someday, you will inevitably come to love this harmonious world.]

'How can you be so sure...?'

To my inevitable question, she says one last thing.

[Because that's why I called the light.]

Oblivion blesses me.

The emotions I felt begin to disappear, and the brief conversation with the woman is filled with blank spaces.

Pouring light.

The dazzling light warmly caresses my eyelids.

And so, very slowly, I opened my eyes.

In the rays of the morning sun racing through dawn.

"Whoa?"

A familiar voice.

The mysterious connection that suddenly appeared speaks awkwardly.

"Did I wake you? I was just opening the carriage door..."

"How long... have I slept?"

"Not long. About an hour?"

"...I have no excuse. For a supposed guard to be so defenseless..."

I wonder how I made such an absurd mistake.

While I was lamenting, Serin slightly closed one eye and discouraged my self-reproach.

"I enjoyed it though? I finally got to let Rian use my lap as a pillow... and stroke your hair... hehe."

"From today on, I should refuse many requests for Serin's sake as well."

That's right.

This mistake originated from Serin's invitation to lie on her lap.

I should have refused, but after exchanging a few words, I somehow gave in completely and fell asleep.

At my decision, Serin's face instantly hardened.

"How can you say that...?"

"It's probably written explicitly in the Imperial code of chivalry."

"Does the code of chivalry take precedence over a princess's orders?"

"Officially no, but as a personal belief, yes."

"That's absurd..."

What's truly absurd was the child of a deposed emperor sleeping on the princess's lap.

Even knowing this, Serin's warmth was like a kind of salvation.

As long as I wore the mask that hid my face,
As long as I used the alias Rihart,

I could be grateful for the kindness Serin showered on me.

How could such a person exist?

Someone who shows unconditional kindness to me, whom the world declares evil.

Yet all I can do for her are trivial things.

I sometimes get anxious about this one-sided relationship where the balance is completely broken.

Serin could abandon me anytime, but if she did, I would feel miserably bitter.

I would feel just as miserable if Rodrick and Eshtiel left too. But with Serin, it was subtly different from those two.

If I keep pondering this, it feels like trying to solve a riddle without an answer.

I have no choice.

I'll just have to follow her until I can clearly identify the substance of my concern.

At least until my meager identity is exposed.

"Hey, Rian. Are you really going to ignore me? Hm?"

"I wonder."

"Oh come on. I can't even lie and say I hate this, you're putting me in a difficult position."

"I'm in a difficult position too."

"Then I should push you into an even more difficult one. I'll push you right to the edge of the cliff. I wasn't planning to do this if you just said you wouldn't ignore me."

"..."

Regardless of how welcome her kindness is, she really is a frightening person. Even though her tone isn't particularly harsh, how does she make my heart pound so nervously...

One way or another, it seems I'll never win against Serin in my lifetime.

"...I'll withdraw. I'll listen to Serin's words with all sincerity."

"Oh, really?"

"Yes."

"Hmph, if Rian gives his word like that. First..."

At this point, my intuition already flashed.

It was time for her to follow the pattern she had repeated to the point of tedium.

And so, we exchanged the predetermined questions and unchanging answers.

"Shall we take off your mask first?"

"No."

Somehow pleased despite being flatly refused, Serin chuckled and let out a low laugh.

"As always."

Serin narrowed her eyes and expressed her regret.

"It's not easy."

I found it hard to agree.

That was exactly what I wanted to tell Serin.

I silently held out the hand mirror I had been keeping toward her.

◇

It was time to reach the center of the Carnar Kingdom.

After a journey of about seven days and nights from the territory, we entered the palace with the kingdom's hospitality.

Serin showed no signs of fatigue with her monster-like stamina, but the attendants were in a different situation. Therefore, the kingdom's side gave thorough instructions to allow them to recover from their travel fatigue.

For this reason, while the imperial personnel were resting, the royal palace was quite busy. This was because preparations for a grand banquet to welcome the imperial ambassador were in full swing.

Serin didn't show it outwardly, but her words and actions suggested she was quite satisfied.

A friendly diplomatic relationship.
The palace atmosphere that valued guests.
The clear weather with sparkling sunshine.

I thought everything would go smoothly.

I didn't know at the time.

That the kingdom would commit a serious diplomatic discourtesy in what I thought would be perfect hospitality.

Even at a banquet attended by numerous imperial and royal personnel.

"Y-you...! What on earth have you brought here!?"

A neurotic woman's scream scattered in all directions.

It was the voice of a key figure from the Carnar Kingdom—Princess Kanarin Rupenter.

"Why, how can this person...!!! Ugh...?!"

The princess's discourtesy soon came to an end.

Suddenly she staggered as if dizzy, then immediately collapsed on the banquet hall floor and fainted.

It was the beginning of a strange connection of fate.

Next ChapterThe evening was illuminated by the brilliant lights of the palace.

A lavish party was held to welcome Serin and her companions amid the goodwill of many people. The nobles of Carnar Kingdom whispered among themselves about how long it had been since they'd attended such a grand banquet.

It was excessive luxury for what should have been a mere friendly nation. However, there was a plausible motive behind it.

The king of Carnar Kingdom was a fellow alumnus who had studied at the same Academy as the Emperor of the Empire. In other words, the heads of both countries had a close personal relationship. So it was inevitable that relations between the two countries had rapidly progressed after the former emperor was deposed.

From the Carnar King's perspective, Serin was the daughter of a close friend. The elaborate welcome ceremony was only natural.

"Are you really sure about me?"

"I never even imagined it wouldn't be Rian."

We were discussing who would be her partner for the banquet.

I tried to dissuade Serin. Even if she was an Imperial Princess, bringing along a suspicious man wearing a mask would surely cause gossip. Still, Serin stubbornly linked her arm with mine.

"When are you going to fix that low self-esteem? You're afraid of causing me trouble again, aren't you?"

"It shows, doesn't it?"

"Not at all. But now I can read your thoughts just by looking into your eyes."

"..."

"Wait, are you closing your eyes now? Don't you know that each of your small, precious actions stamps an imperial seal on my heart?"

How can someone be so innocent...
That was Serin's quiet mumble.

Unable to find a suitable response, I averted my eyes and reminded her of the time.

"...We'll be late at this rate. Let's go, Serin."

"Finally. Honestly..."

Though she teased me, Serin deliberately leaned her weight toward me. The scent of wildflowers wafted from her silk-like hair. Despite having bathed and prepared for hours for the party, her wildflower scent remained unchanged.

Serin was definitely a wolf.

A wolf that roams freely across fields, its body infused with the scent of grass.

Suddenly embarrassed by this thought, I felt shame wash over me.

If she knew I was sniffing her scent and indulging in such fantasies, I can't imagine how disgusted she would be.

'What is Serin thinking?'

I stealthily rolled my eyes toward her profile. But the result I harvested was utterly pathetic.

To think I had the impression that Serin's eyes were like those of a hungry beast. Not only was it far from the truth, but it was also disrespectful and rude.

"Rian? Why are you suddenly shaking your head?"

"I wanted to shake off my pathetic thoughts."

"Can I pick up the pathetic thoughts you've shaken off? Even those are small and precious to me."

"That's... that's filthy."

"Me?!"

"No, no. I meant that I'm filthy."

"Didn't you bathe?"

"Of course I did...!"

"Then it's fine."

I see. So that's how it works.

Something felt off, but it was difficult to trace where things had gotten tangled. At the end of the path I walked in a daze, with my energy suddenly drained, was a scene that evoked a strong sense of déjà vu.

A space once marred by tragedy, turned into chaos by an attack.

The banquet hall.

The doorkeeper, after confirming our identities, flung open the large doors and announced loudly:

"The Ambassador of the Bellonin Empire - Her Highness Princess Seriniel, and the Knight Commander Rihart, are entering!"

The eyes of the guests immediately turned to us. Since Serin was clearly the main figure of this banquet, this attention was not surprising. However, the inevitable whispers followed.

"The Imperial Princess is so beautiful."

"But that man escorting her is a bit..."

"He's rather unsettling, isn't he?"

"If she chose him to keep others away, I'd understand..."

I didn't care about their comments about me. Having never heard kind words my entire life, it didn't bother me. I was just relieved there was no disparaging talk about Serin.

Serin, on the other hand, seemed indignant and spoke to me in a voice only I could hear.

"Such ill-mannered people. I don't understand how they can't recognize Rian, officially certified as beautiful by Tiel."

"Please don't bring that up. It's very embarrassing..."

"I swear, if you took off that mask just once, people would surround you like a donut."


"How would you know that?"

"Trust me. I'd bet on it. Someday, Rian will be loved by everyone."

"Love..."

A concept that seemed unlikely to be associated with me. Even Serin would find it difficult to make such a guarantee.

Yet when I mulled over the word "love," something in my mind felt blocked, as if I were constantly searching for something I had forgotten.

Serin broke me out of my contemplation of that strange feeling of constriction.

"But I'll be number one among them. Just wait and see. I'll become Rian's number one."

"Haha..."

Serin is good at joking.

Is this how much someone can boost your spirits when they consider you 'their person'?

I feel like even nonexistent energy would surge, making me daringly want to monopolize it.

While I was berating myself, Serin spoke:

"Rian. Did you just laugh out loud?"

"What?"

"You laughed. Audibly. Right?"

"Did I... do that?"

"I may not know everything, but I don't talk nonsense when it comes to you."

"I see..."

Could I really have laughed aloud? I found it hard to believe, but Serin was usually right. She wasn't the type to embarrass me with such lies.

If it was true, it was solely thanks to her.

"Thank you."

"Suddenly?"

"When I'm with you, even familiar experiences always feel new. If I laughed out loud, it's surely thanks to you. So... I wanted to express my gratitude."

At my words of thanks, Serin's brow suddenly furrowed. She seemed to doubt my sincerity.

"Really?"

"I mean it."

"Hmm."

Step!

Serin thrust her head under my chin.

"More than Knight Commander Ruslet?"

"Why bring him up...?"

"I overheard a little. That day, when you two were talking, you said something that sounded like thanks. Just that much, so I don't know anything else... anyway, that's it."

Serin briefly seemed to be interrogating me, then suddenly switched to an apologetic tone. She appeared to be regretting having eavesdropped unintentionally.

Before her expression could darken, I casually told her:

"I'm always grateful to you, Serin. And it's far greater than you could imagine. This too is sincere."

Serin brightened at my confession.

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Then."

"I still can't take off my mask."

"You've become quite skilled at this!"

How could I not know when she's always looking for an opportunity?

Serin has a habit of slightly biting the corner of her lip when making an unreasonable request. It's a bit mischievous, but I've decided not to tell her about it.

In truth, Serin makes various expressions depending on her mood and topic. Broadly categorized into three: her wolf-like eyes, her pale pink lips, and her slightly dimpled cheeks. Each beautiful on its own, they harmoniously change like musical chords from time to time.

If I were to point out one of these harmonies, I had a vague fear that I might never see it again. So I resolved to keep Serin's secret harmonies to myself. It was quite a selfish and self-centered thought.

"Still, your appearance might be an advantage right now. People don't easily approach us."

"I don't think it's an advantage."

"It is. I quite enjoy talking just the two of us like this."

"Serin, you always make it difficult for me to find words."

"That's because it's fun in its own way. Especially now, watching you try to come up with some polite response."

"..."

Fortunately, Serin's wish soon lost its effect.


One of the most distinguished guests approached us from a distant table.

A handsome man and a beautiful woman.

That was my first impression as I watched them approach.

Moreover, the quality of their attire and their dignified demeanor enhanced their nobility.

Before I could deduce the man's identity, he approached without hesitation and revealed himself.

"Pleased to meet you, Princess Seriniel. I am Second Prince Luca Ioreen, who sent you the letter previously."

Second Prince Luca Ioreen of Carnar Kingdom. I had heard about him sending a letter to Serin. I still don't understand Serin's attitude when she confessed about it, as if making an excuse.

Anyway, the reason Serin was chosen as ambassador to Carnar Kingdom was because of the Second Prince's letter.

He had written that she was essential for planning the kingdom's future.

Since Serin was neither someone who could be threatened nor someone who could be manipulated, the Emperor had sent her without much concern, he said.

Second Prince Luca stepped aside and introduced the lady he was escorting.

"This is Lady Kanarin Rupenter of the Rupenter Ducal family."

"Pleased to meet you, Princess Seriniel. I am Kanarin Rupenter."

"Nice to meet you, Lady Rupenter."

Serin received the greeting with a kind smile.

This side of Serin was unfamiliar to me.

As she herself says, I'm used to witnessing her beast-like desires dripping from her eyes daily. But occasionally, when Serin puts on the guise of a proper lady in social settings, my cheeks would somehow burn.

Bewitched would be the accurate description for this feeling.

"Ahem, actually, I have something to tell you."

The Second Prince interrupted with a fake cough.

"It's about the letter... In truth, I only lent my name. The person who truly wanted to meet you, Princess, is Kanarin."

"Lady Rupenter? I don't think we've had any connection before."

"Well, she suddenly read a newspaper article and insisted we must invite this person..."

"Luca."

"Alright, alright."

When the lady called his name sharply, the Second Prince raised both hands in jest. This seemed to be a familiar situation for them. The intimacy between the two appeared considerable.

"As this fool mentioned, I wanted to meet you, Princess Seriniel."

"I'm curious. Why would a ducal lady like yourself want to see me so badly that you'd make me an ambassador?"

"First, I'd like to have a private conversation..."

Lady Rupenter glanced at Serin, then suddenly gave me a sidelong look. She seemed to want me to step away during their conversation.

Since I was merely serving as a guard, it would be proper for me to withdraw when Serin engaged in diplomatic activities.

So, I was about to excuse myself from Serin and step away for a moment.

That's when it happened.

The anomaly occurred in an instant.

"Just for a moment, just us... ugh, kuhh...?!"

The moment Lady Rupenter's eyes met mine.

She clutched her head with both hands as if about to tear her hair out, writhing in agony.

At first, I thought she might be trying to frame me. But the cold sweat streaming down and her lips turning blue testified to the truth.

For unknown reasons, the lady's condition had rapidly deteriorated.

The suffering lady screamed as if in her death throes.

"Y-you...! What on earth have you brought?!"

The woman's hysterical scream scattered in all directions.

"Why, how, this person...!!! Kuhk...?!"

Lady Rupenter's breach of etiquette soon ended.

Suddenly, she staggered as if dizzy, then collapsed on the banquet hall floor, unconscious.

"The world... will... perish..."

Serin and I, standing nearby, heard it clearly.

Lady Rupenter's final, significant murmur.

World destruction.

A term more preposterous than a joke, yet heavier than a mountain.

Watching the Second Prince desperately carrying the lady out, we followed his footsteps as if by agreement.

Next ChapterIt was unprecedented.

A banquet welcoming a foreign ambassador was terminated because the kingdom's only noble lady had a seizure. The situation was so chaotic that King Ioreen personally visited to apologize.

Of course, the head of Duke Rupenter's family also expressed sincere apologies. As a result, the Rupenter family's reputation was in tatters. The entire family seemed troubled by the disgraceful incident that would be talked about for decades.

Rumors about Lady Rupenter continued to spread. She finally woke up three days after the banquet had been interrupted.

"Would you accept this invitation?"

The man bowed as he handed over an invitation from Duke Rupenter's estate. The person delivering the invitation was none other than the kingdom's second prince, Luca Ioreen. Given that he was running errands for the noble lady, they must have been unusually close.

"I'll go."

"Pardon? ... Oh, yes!"

The second prince, who had prepared dozens of excuses for this invitation, snapped back to reality in bewilderment.
Serin sighed softly as she looked at Luca.

"I don't particularly regret the incident that interrupted the banquet. Rather, it's much more burdensome to see someone of your status as a second prince bowing so casually."

"Hmm, I see."

"I'd prefer if a royal of the kingdom wouldn't act so rashly."

"Ahaha, repaying the debt I owe to Kanarin... I mean, Lady Rupenter, is worth bowing my head for."

Though he appeared frivolous on the surface, he seemed to harbor his own concerns.

In any case, with the noble lady awake, leisurely behavior was a luxury. Serin and I finished our preparations and immediately boarded the carriage the second prince had arranged.

As the carriage sped along, Serin broke the silence.

"I wonder if the noble lady had a chronic illness? I heard she was famous enough to wield influence throughout the kingdom..."

"Her achievements seem remarkable. I heard the Rupenter family was essentially a fallen house, but she restored it to prominence in just ten years..."

In reality, I hadn't even properly revitalized the Elenot family, Eshtiel's house. How her insight could be bright enough to save a ducal family remained a mystery to me.

"I heard she's also skilled with weapons? It's strange that someone so robust would have a seizure at a banquet. Even if she'd swallowed deadly poison, I don't think she would react that way."

"Well, swallowing deadly poison would typically cause such a reaction..."

Serin occasionally commits the atrocity of applying her own standards to others. I wish she would realize that not everyone can be a superhuman like her.

"She's truly puzzling."

"Hmm..."

I sighed as I recalled that moment. No matter how I looked at it, the noble lady's final appearance remained suspicious.

'If I didn't see wrong, Lady Rupenter was clearly...'

She had fixed her gaze on me while having the seizure. If that was the case, was I also the target of what she shouted as she collapsed?

[Y-you...! What on earth did you bring here!?]
[Why, how could this person...!!! Ugh...?!]

She spoke as if she knew my identity.

I understand being hated by imperial citizens for being the child of a deposed emperor. But it's unnatural for a foreign noble lady to harbor such hatred toward me. Above all, there was no way she could have seen through my identity behind the mask.

'Whatever it is, I hope it doesn't cause trouble for Serin.'

I sincerely hope my concerns are excessive.

The vast estate gradually comes into view.

Our carriage has entered the mansion owned by Duke Rupenter.

Clouds like billowing smoke began to fill the empty spaces in the sky.

◇

Knock knock.

The second prince knocked on the noble lady's bedroom door from the front. A faint voice from inside granted permission to enter.

The second prince entered the noble lady's bedroom and spoke joyfully.

"Kanarin. The Imperial Princess has arrived. The one you've been looking for."

"Ah..."

The noble lady raised her upper body from the bed with a pained voice.

She had a pale complexion. Her gaunt appearance could never be faked as a mere pretense of illness.

Then the noble lady apologized in a subdued voice.

"Please forgive my rudeness for receiving such an honored guest from my bed due to my poor health."

"Don't worry about it. If you're ill, you should stay in bed."

"Thank you for your consideration."

After the noble lady's pleasantries, silence fell. In the scene where no one could easily speak, the noble lady finally parted her lips after hesitating for a while.

"Luca. I'm sorry, but could you entertain the Imperial Princess's attendant for me?"

She wanted to speak with Serin alone. The second prince immediately agreed, but Serin firmly objected.

"I'm sorry, but if there's something my attendant shouldn't hear, then I'd rather not hear it either."

"I don't think so, Your Highness."

"No, I'm saying that's what I think, so how could you..."

"Then could you please bring your ear closer? If you still feel the same way afterward, I won't insist further."


Serin's momentum faltered at the noble lady's confident response.

"Well... if that's the case."

Serin maintained a suspicious attitude but slowly sat down on the noble lady's bed. The noble lady then confidently whispered something into Serin's ear.

Flinch!

Serin's entire body jolted as if startled. The subtle hostility she had been emanating melted away, and she gazed at the noble lady with eyes that somehow contained emotion.

"Um... Rian?"

Serin looked at me apologetically with her hands clasped together.

"I'm really sorry... but could you spend some time with the second prince? Please, I'm begging you."

She seemed ready to accept it if I insisted on staying. As always, Serin's soft kindness makes me feel like a special person.

That's why I wanted Serin to be more assertive.

"Serin. Strictly speaking, I am a guard employed by the imperial family. You don't need to ask me for such things. As long as it doesn't deviate completely from my duties, I will follow your orders."

"But I don't want to order you around, Rian. No matter what anyone says, you're my person."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, it is."

Serin's sincerity reached me completely, making my chest tingle. Not wanting to display the indecency of touching my chest in front of the two ladies, I bowed.

"I'll see you again when your conversation is finished."

"Yes. See you soon, Rian."

As I stepped back, the second prince guided me. As the bedroom door closed and the sound of chattering faded away, I tried to forget the strange resonance that remained in my chest.

◇

I was relieved.

I was relieved that my mental discipline had reached such heights, and relieved again. The days I spent being pushed around by my father as an imperial princess were not in vain.

I nearly collapsed with a seizure like the noble lady right in front of Rahilt.

'This is crazy, crazy, absolutely insane...!!!'

At first, I wanted to scold the noble lady for her audacity. After all, she was subtly trying to exclude none other than Rahilt. Especially if she had made excuses about disliking the mask, I might have torn down the mansion regardless of her status.

But there was a reason for the noble lady's calm response.

The noble lady asked me to bring my ear closer, and I willingly complied. And the phrase she whispered to me was...

[East sea~ waters and Mount Baekdu shall endure forever...]

... the national anthem.

The national anthem of South Korea, my homeland in my previous life.

In an instant, my wariness melted away, and I easily understood—no, empathized with—why she wanted to send Rahilt and the second prince away.

Shortly after, when Rahilt and the second prince's presence faded away, I hastily spoke up.

"What?! What is it! Are you also a transmigrator?!"

"To get straight to the point, yes."

"Korean?"

"A college student who loved seolleongtang."

"Wow, that's amazing."

I had occasionally wondered vaguely.

Among the endless population produced in this world, could I really be the only transmigrator?

But there was no one who advocated for the modern person genius theory, so I gave up thinking I was the sole beneficiary of a miracle. But to think that a fellow transmigrator existed right next door! It was truly a case of darkness under the lamp.

"Wow... I'm so happy to meet you... really..."

"I'm happy too. I was afraid until I could be certain... what a relief."

"How old are you, by the way?"

"Ah, the typical Korean age inquiry. It's been so long that even this feels nostalgic."

I wonder how long it's been since I asked someone's age right upon meeting them. Usually, one would first reveal their family name and exchange greetings filled with all sorts of flowery words...

The noble lady answered in her still subdued voice.

"I'm twenty-three. The same age I was in my previous life."

"I'm nineteen in this life and was twenty in my previous one. Can I call you unni?"

"Wouldn't that look strange to others?"

"What does it matter? An imperial princess and a noble lady addressing each other as sisters."

"Kuk, hehe... That's true."

She didn't seem to mind. Her beauty, which had slightly irked me until just now, now appeared exquisitely lovely. This must be the bond between Koreans.

"Your Korean name was Narin, right, unni? I don't know your surname though."

"How did you know?"

"Come on, drop the formalities."


"Mmm, how did you know?"

"It just seemed that way. From experience..."

"Then is your name perhaps Serin?"

"Was it obvious? It was Han Serin. My name."

"I was Ha Narin. What a coincidence, isn't it? Looking at it this way."

"Yeah, really."

Being bound by the common point of being transmigrators and sharing the same nationality, our intimacy grew at LTE speed. Now that I knew she was older, it felt like I had gained a caring older sister...

That fact alone made me so happy.

"Unni Narin. Were you also hit by the reincarnation truck?"

"No, I was a terminal patient, and I ended up transmigrating into the last web novel I read."

"What was the title?"

"Hmm... I think it was 'I Was Imprinted as the Mother of a Baby Divine Beast.'"

"Ah, I had that on my to-read list."

It was a romance fantasy that had been adapted into a webtoon. I hadn't read it myself, but it was quite famous for its cute artwork.

"So you transmigrated into the female lead?"

"No, I transmigrated into an extra character whose family name was barely mentioned."

"Wow... So you became famous throughout the kingdom just with your knowledge of the original work?"

"That's... well..."

Unni Narin trailed off. Apparently, the route I guessed was wrong.

Soon, she moved her lips and mumbled in a shrinking voice.

"I was forced into it, I had no choice..."

"What do you mean?"

"Umm, before I answer in detail, can I ask you something first?"

"Oh, of course!"

Unni Narin cleared her throat.

"Serin... do you know who that man is that you brought as your guard?"

"Of course I do. He's Rahilt, the child of the deposed emperor. Did you also read 'I Tamed the Child of the Deposed Emperor'?"

"I wonder... Did you read that novel to the end?"

"No, it was far from complete when I was hit by the reincarnation truck. Why? Did you read it all?"

"Not at all. I didn't read it, but I know the content."

"You didn't read it but you know the content?"

I tilted my head at the contradictory statement. Then Unni Narin stopped hesitating and revealed the harsh truth to me.

"Well... it was famous among romance fantasy readers for having one of the worst endings ever... So while I don't know the details, I know how it ends."

"W-worst ending? What are you talking about!"

It's a work featuring none other than my husband!

...

......

'Oh, maybe not?'

Wasn't it a novel with that bitch Rashera as the female lead, making it a disaster from the start?
And the main villainess is the daughter of the previous male and female leads?
Plus, I was one of the most pathetic side characters who stubbornly followed along?

I remember now.

It was a novel where I trembled and clung to the hope of Rahilt's happiness alone.

I admit it. It is indeed a disaster.

But what was the ending like...

"Um... what is it? What happened to our Rian...?"

"Rian? I guess that's your nickname for him."

"Anyway, tell me what happened!"

I leaned my upper body forward and urged her desperately. But hesitation still lingered on her lips.

"Unni Narin!"

"Actually..."

The ending that Unni Narin next revealed was truly devastating.

"It's a world-ending finale... They say the child of the deposed emperor, Rahilt, goes insane and destroys everything, an ending where everyone dies..."

"W-what?! What did you just say...!!!"

...

I barely held onto my consciousness that was about to fade, and could only stare blankly at the person who had provided this premium spoiler.

Next Chapter# World Destruction Ending?

Someone other than Rahilt going insane and destroying everything? That gentle, sweet Rahilt...?

It was hard to believe. But when I recalled the original story's narrative, I couldn't completely dismiss it as implausible either.

'The current Rahilt is definitely different from the original...'

In the original story, Rahilt was a broken male protagonist from the start. He was like a puppet with his self-esteem thoroughly trampled, and even his everyday psychological descriptions were filled with a sense of desolation. Not only that, but at Rashera's request, he would commit even the most immoral acts without hesitation.

But what about the current Rahilt?

He firmly rejects unreasonable demands, and he's so innocent that even the slightest advance makes his earlobes flush red with embarrassment. Despite my worries, he was living a surprisingly normal and happy life.

Strange.

Something must have happened. Something behind the scenes of the original story that I couldn't observe.

Whatever it was probably came to light after I was hit by the reincarnation truck.

'It seems like Narin unnie didn't even want to get into it because the original work was so terrible...'

She had no reason to lie. There was nothing for her to gain, and if it were a lie, she wouldn't have had a seizure at the banquet.

"Haah..."

I sighed.

I should know everything about my favorite character, but it turns out Narin unnie knows things about him that I don't. That's a bit unfair...
Ugh, I'm sitting here having thoughts like I'm looking at an ex-girlfriend.

Wait, how did Narin unnie recognize Rahilt in the first place? I voiced this question that had suddenly occurred to me.

"By the way, how did you recognize Rahilt? Even if the original ending was shocking, it doesn't seem like a reason to faint for days..."

"Hmm, about that. This question overlaps with what you asked earlier... You asked how I became famous, right?"

I could recall it immediately.

[Wow... So you became famous in the kingdom just with your knowledge of the original work?]
[That's... well... I was forced into it, I had no choice...]

It was a topic she had evaded after some hesitation. Unable to contain my curiosity, I pressed Narin unnie.

"What exactly happened?"

"Hmm... Rather than explaining, it might be faster if you see it for yourself?"

She said this, then with her plump, plum-colored lips, she uttered the classic cliché of history and tradition.

"Status window, open!"

"Are we suddenly getting fantasy novel elements here?!"

Even so, I couldn't see any status window. But judging by how her eyes focused on empty space, there was definitely something there.

"Share mode."

"Why are you mixing Korean and English?"

"I-I don't know either...! It just has to be this way..."

Narin unnie touched the empty air and slid her finger toward me like a pantomime. Suddenly, a text message appeared in what had been transparent space before me.

[User: Kanarin Rupenter's status window visibility mode sharing request!]
[Do you accept? Yes/No]

With a pounding heart, I touched the Yes option.

[Approval confirmed!]
[From this moment, the status window sha. ring. sha. public. ring. vi.vivivisi.bility.... .. .......]

The status window cut off mid-sentence. I laughed at this surprisingly human-like behavior.

"... Unnie, it's lagging?"

"It's not lag... Well, it is lag, but it's not just that..."

"Was it working properly before?"

"Yes. This is the first time the status window has broken down. To be precise... it happened when I recognized that person."

Could Rahilt have interfered with the status window somehow? Even if Rahilt was overpowered, he shouldn't be able to mess with someone else's status window...

"The status window works similar to what you might expect. It gives you experience points when you accomplish something... and you can use those to unlock skills or level up."

"Wow... Why don't I have such a cheat?"

"Maybe because the body and status you possess are already cheats?"

"Hmm! That's true."

Having the body of the male protagonist from the previous work and the position of imperial princess are definitely cheats. I guess the grass is always greener on the other side.

Narin unnie continued her explanation.

"True to the cliché, I have a skill called 'Appraisal.' It's an overpowered skill that displays information about others on the status window."

"Ooh... You're really living the fantasy novel protagonist life."

"And that's why I wanted to invite you to the kingdom. The original female protagonist falling from grace before the story even begins? I suspected intervention from either the princess or someone close to you... and if there was another transmigrator like me, I wanted them to stay in the kingdom for a while."

"Your suspicion was right."

"Otherwise, I was planning to just awkwardly say hello and leave."

We exchanged slightly embarrassed laughs. I was just grateful to have benefited from her bold decision.

"After I confirmed you were a transmigrator, I appraised your partner... and that's where the trouble started."

"Rahilt? But he wouldn't have done anything..."

"Again, it might be easier if you see it yourself. To be honest, I'm not sure how to explain this in words."

She manipulated the status window. She pressed the [Menu] button, and various options appeared in a row. Then her slender finger gently touched an option labeled [Memory Link].

Ding!

[User: Kanarin Rupenter invites sharer: Seriniel Literion to her memory.]
[Do you accept? Yes/No]

I cautiously selected Yes.

Whoosh!

As soon as I made my choice, the world distorted and all light vanished. A new landscape was painted onto the darkened world, and it soon transformed into a completely different space.

'What is this...?'

My limbs weren't free. My hands and feet moved completely independently of my will, and my vision was similarly affected. It was as if I had entered someone else's body and was only sharing their vision...

'Ah!'

I realized it then.

This was a world reconstructed through the Memory Link function. In other words, part of an event Narin unnie had experienced. So the body I had entered was Narin unnie's...!

My deduction was soon confirmed by the two people I encountered.

The person this body was approaching was me and Rahilt.

Just as Narin unnie had said, this body confirmed I was a transmigrator by appraising me. Items describing me appeared on the status window in my field of vision.

Ding!

<Appraisal Information>

[Name: Seriniel Literion(???)]
[Race: Human]
[Gender: Female]
[Title: Imperial Princess]
[Skills: Status Ailment Immunity(SSS), Dragon's Physical Body(EX)]
.
.
.


Though I was seeing this appraisal information for the first time, I got the gist of it. The (???) next to my name was probably where my Korean name would go. That's how Narin unnie had confirmed I was a transmigrator.

Then her gaze turned to Rahilt.

She was attempting to use the Appraisal skill on him. But this turned out to be a terrible mistake.

"First, I'd like to have a private conversation... just the two of us... ugh, kheuk...?!"

Ding!

[Not possible.]

Ding!

[Intrusion not allowed.]

Ding!

[Reverse appraisal from external source detected! Protecting user: Kanarin Rupenter.]

Ding!

[Response system activated.]

...

......

Ding!

[Impossible. Impos. sible. Im. Im. possible. Pos. Impossible. sible.]

Ding!

<Appraisal Information>

[Name: Rahilt(XXXXXX)]
[Race:]
[Gender:]
[Title: Child of the Deposed Emperor]
[Skills:]
XXXXXXXXXXXXXX - XX - XXXXXX

This window was clearly different from my appraisal information.

The symbols next to the name were different, and the race, gender, and skills sections were completely blank.

Crack, crackle!

Immediately after, the status window began to fill with noise, and the text shattered into pieces. As I witnessed the status window breaking apart like an actual window, the world went dark again.

... No, that was an illusion.

It wasn't darkness; the world had turned monochrome. Everything around was a strange mixture of black and white.

'Ugh?'

There was a smell. A terribly foul stench.

I looked around again.

The structure of the world had completely changed.

There were rows of houses barely held together with boards, and alleys crawling with insects made for a miserable space. It was more like a muddy hiding place for rats than somewhere people would live.

Faced with this inexplicable phenomenon, my vision whirled around. Of course, this was due to Narin unnie's will. Then her gaze fixed on one spot. She had discovered something unusual.

'A woman...?'

She was a woman who seemed to have been sculpted by meticulously gathering the concept of enchantment.

Hair as black as night flowing like silk.
Skin so white it was the only thing emitting light in this monochrome world.
Eyes so bewitching they seemed unreal for a human.

Just as Narin unnie had discovered her, she too had noticed Narin unnie.

[My, I wondered who was trying to peek at this child... and it's such a cute young lady.]

Step, step.

She approached. Even while walking through streets full of garbage and filth, she scattered sounds like treading on fresh snow.

Meanwhile, Narin unnie didn't move. Or rather, her movement had been sealed.

The woman, now right in front of her, smiled sweetly.

[Since it doesn't seem like you have bad intentions... shall I end it here this time?]

She hooked her index finger over her thumb. What would happen next was clear.

Flick!

It was a forehead flick. A very light one at that. But the impact was enough to make one scream, and it felt like consciousness would be cut off.

Crackle- crackle-!
Ding!

[System recovery function activated.]
[User protection function activated.]
[Entering temporary sleep mode for smooth function performance.]

Beep!

As the status window forcibly shut down, Narin unnie fainted. And so our brief memory sharing came to an end.

[Memory Link terminated.]

Whoosh!

In an instant, the world returned to its original form. It was the bedroom where Narin unnie and I had been talking. After experiencing the world changing several times, the boundary between reality and virtual felt blurred.

While I was in a daze, Narin unnie spoke first.

"Did you see everything?"

"Yes..."

"That's why the status window broke down. It should be properly restored soon... but it was very shocking."

"For me too."

Setting aside Rahilt's appraisal information, the identity of the woman who suddenly appeared was suspicious. Although it was through Narin unnie's eyes, the overwhelming presence the woman exuded felt like it was constricting my soul.

Who on earth was she?

"Hmm... Ah?"

After pondering deeply, I recalled an even more important question.

"By the way... in the end, did you call me all the way here just because you wanted to meet another transmigrator?"

If she was that curious, it would have been more efficient to come see for herself, without going through the trouble of making me an ambassador.

To this, she shook her head.

"Of course not. There's a kingdom matter I needed to consult with another transmigrator about."

"A kingdom matter? What kind?"

"Things are pretty messed up here too. Similar to 'Taming the Child of the Deposed Emperor,' this place also has a destruction ending route."

"Since when do novels have routes?"

It's not a dating simulation game. Besides, wasn't the original work already completed and firmly closed?

"I told you, right? I transmigrated into an extra. So... the kingdom's crisis and all that should ultimately be the responsibility of the female and male protagonists. That's how it should be, but..."

The truth she revealed next was shocking.

"The female protagonist is dead."

"What?!"


"The introduction of the novel was about how the female protagonist accidentally found a puppy that turned out to be a divine beast. But both the female protagonist and the baby divine beast... were murdered overnight."

"That's impossible...! I know it's rude to ask, but could it be the butterfly effect caused by you...?"

"I can't completely rule that out. But on the surface, I didn't do anything that would connect to the female protagonist..."

Well, trying to trace back how fate got twisted from where is futile. If we're talking about the butterfly effect, my actions might have killed the female protagonist over there too...

Narin unnie continued her story.

"That's when it started. When the status window appeared."

Until the female protagonist died, she had been a young lady of a fallen noble family. She basically lived a life where she didn't starve, but couldn't even dream of attending balls.

The life of this fallen duchess changed dramatically with the appearance of the status window.

"The suddenly appeared status window forced quests on me."

"Quests... you say?"

"Yes, threatening quests that said I would pay a terrible price if I didn't complete them. Somehow managing to accomplish them is how I ended up here."

Main Quest: Path of the Female Protagonist - This was the name of the quest Narin unnie had received.

It was a quest with the purpose of saving the kingdom by following the exact route the female protagonist would have taken.

"So was the second prince the original male protagonist?"

"No, he was an extra who gets assassinated before the original story begins."

"Ah, that's quite a common cliché."

"You know, where the transmigrator coincidentally becomes friends with someone at the palace who turns out to be a prince with no presence?"

"Exactly that."

"Yes, that's right..."

"Then where is the original male protagonist?"

"He's a minor baron from a warrior family, but he's being controlled by the mastermind."

"That's crazy. Everything is completely twisted."

"That's why I'm so exhausted. I don't want to engage in social power struggles with others, and I'm scared of wielding a sword while wearing a mask..."

No wonder she placed her hopes in another transmigrator. Just having someone to share the same worries and cooperate with would be a great comfort.

Narin unnie desperately grabbed both my hands.

"Please... could you stay in the kingdom and help me? As an ambassador from the empire with the princess's status and formidable strength... I'd get on my knees to keep you here if I had to. I'll do anything I can. So please... okay?"

"I..."

◇

In the glass greenhouse located on the duke's estate.

He picked up a teacup in the garden where flowers bloomed brightly with smiling faces.

"..."

"..."

I could tell.

The inner thoughts of this man - the second prince - who was pretending to be calm and composed.

The painful inner struggle of desperately trying to hide how awkward he felt.

I wasn't uncomfortable with silence, but I knew most people weren't like that. However, as a mere guard without even a title, it was difficult for me to speak freely to the second prince. Even if I did speak, I would have to carefully craft an innocuous response.

The fact that I was wearing a mask, making it impossible for him to read my mood, probably contributed to the awkwardness.

Nevertheless, the second prince tried to find something to say.

"So... does Sir Rihart have a special reason for wearing a mask?"

"My face might cause discomfort to many people."

"..."

"..."

"I-I'm sorry, Sir Rihart. I didn't know about such circumstances..."

"It's of no concern."

"..."

"..."

I found the second prince's facial acrobatics quite interesting as he squinted his eyes and clenched his teeth. What was causing his face to contort so strangely?

"W-well. Being here reminds me of old times. I once played hide-and-seek here with the duchess. I hid diligently, but she couldn't find me even after two hours. I felt proud thinking I had hidden extremely well, but it was quite troublesome when she didn't find me until dusk. Later I found out that Kanarin had been reading a book in her room since noon."

"I see."

What a mysterious game. Did children of that age feel proud when abandoned by their friends?

"Do you remember what you did when you were young, Sir Rihart?"

"I have clear memories from around the age of five."

"You have quite a good memory? Does that mean you had an impressive childhood?"

"At least the memories of being chased were impressive."

I was slammed against a wall by the scabbard of the Ruslet Knight Commander who was following imperial orders. I don't think there was ever a time when I ran for my life more desperately. Other people who targeted me were too weak to be a threat.

"Oh, you mean playing tag?"

"From a broad perspective, that's not incorrect."

It's probably a game of tag that continues to this day.

"Come to think of it, you seemed quite close with the princess... may I ask how you became acquainted?"

"That's..."

She was kidnapped by my subordinate.
Unable to tell the straightforward truth, I covered it with a lie.

"It's a special experience I'd rather not share. I apologize."

"Oh, there's absolutely no need to apologize! Hmm! A special experience, I see."

I was relieved that he seemed to accept it on his own terms. He continued speaking more actively, as if encouraged.

"Anyway, Sir Rihart, you become more intriguing the more I see you. As I just heard, I'm curious about your childhood?"

"If you wish, I'll tell you what I remember."

"Great, finally a day when my mouth gets to rest. Let's hear it then?"

His face was filled with excitement.
I began the prologue of my story to the expectant second prince.

"After being driven out of my home, I wandered around and assaulted a would-be child kidnapper."

"... Huh?"

"From then on, the would-be child kidnapper became my guardian. And following my guardian's advice, I dismantled a criminal cartel. Probably until I was twelve."

"S-sir...?"

"I wanted to earn money."

"..."

By the time my condensed story ended, the second prince's lips were pressed together as if they had been sewn shut.

I find him to be an interesting person, though not as much as Serin.

Afterward, until we went to find Serin in the duchess's bedroom, we savored a long silence.

Next ChapterWhen I was deliberately ignoring the Second Prince's gaze, which was looking at me with complicated eyes for some reason, I knocked on the door of the Princess's bedroom.

Soon, permission to enter came from inside. As I pushed open the door, a cool autumn breeze blew through the slightly opened window.

"Ah, welcome! Rian."

"Thank you for accepting my request, Luca."

The two women greeted their respective companions. Somehow, I felt a strange warmth in my chest at how peaceful this scene seemed.

"I've returned."

"This is nothing."

Similarly, we each responded to our companions. It was just that, but it felt strange. Not a bad feeling, but somehow confusing... that kind of strange feeling.

After a brief exchange of greetings, the Princess gently took Serin's hands.

"Then may I consider that you've accepted my proposal?"

"Of course. What kind of people do you think we are?"

I wondered what kind of people we were for Serin to make such a bold claim.

"A people of justice, aren't we?"

"Yes, that's right. Heh... whew..."

The Princess laughed heartily, easily accepting the answer.

I see. So we were a people of justice.

Perhaps this was information recorded only in the imperial secret books of the Bellonin Empire. Therefore, I resolved to keep the truth that we were a people of justice secret for the rest of my life. After all, a guard knight should have lips as heavy as a mountain.

"Thank you. I would have been at a loss without you."

"Come on, it's not like I'm doing this for free."

"This is practically free. I'll make sure to fulfill your condition at the appropriate time."

"There's nothing more important to me than that."

Serin glanced at me. As soon as our eyes met, she quickly turned her gaze back to the Princess.

"I'm counting on you, Sister Narin."

"Likewise, I'm counting on you, Serin."

The two women shook hands warmly. The tense atmosphere that had existed until I left the room was completely gone, replaced by an air of intimacy between them.

But I was faced with no small shock.

'The Princess... called Serin by her name...'

I had no memory of Serin being called "Serin" until now.

She had always been addressed as "Princess," "Your Highness," or occasionally "Seriniel" by her father and mother. Those were the only forms of address I knew.

I had been the only one to call Serin by her name. Even though it was a nickname Serin had been forced to use when she couldn't reveal that she was a princess during our first meeting.

'This is... somehow...'

Not good.

If I had to express it, it was close to an unpleasant feeling.

I could pinpoint the cause of this feeling. I disliked the Princess calling Serin by her nickname.

But that was as far as it went.

As for why I disliked the Princess calling Serin by her nickname, I found it difficult to dig into the cause.

I just disliked it. Like a child throwing an illogical tantrum.

It was unfamiliar.

From when I was abandoned in the slums during my childhood until meeting Rodrick and reaching the present, I had never thrown tantrums... so I wondered why this childish sentiment was standing tall in my heart now.

'How pathetic. Even Eshtiel wouldn't act like this.'

As I continued my scathing self-criticism, Serin stood up and extended her hand to me. It was a gesture asking for an escort.

Though it was a private setting and unnecessary for someone as strong as Serin, I said nothing. I simply wanted to do it for her. Before she could extend her hand to the Second Prince who was positioned beside me.

"You've been waiting long, haven't you, Rian?"

"I didn't feel that way at all."

"Really? You must have enjoyed chatting with the Second Prince."

"Yes. It was enjoyable and comfortable."

"Hmmmm?"

Serin furrowed her brow. When she turned her head sharply toward the Second Prince, he flinched as if startled.

"E-enjoyable? Comfortable...? Did Sir Rihart truly feel that way..."

The Second Prince then rubbed his face with his hands.

"Sniff...! I see. So it was that enjoyable and comfortable..."

Somehow the Second Prince was sniffling as if he was about to cry. I was quite confused by his behavior, which made no sense to me.

"Though my acquaintance with you is brief... I know enough that you may withhold words, but you don't lie."

It was the same assessment as Serin's. She too had said that I might be sparing with words but didn't lie.

The Second Prince suddenly approached and grabbed my hand opposite to the one Serin was holding.

"At least while you're staying in the kingdom, please consider me a friend. I will certainly cooperate in the small matters of Sir Rihart's daily life. I would like you to be my first friend."

"Luca, I thought I was your first friend?"

"That's a friend, a friend. It's different from a close friend."

"... I see, so that's how it is."

The Princess seemed somewhat displeased.

I had no way of knowing which part had upset her, nor did I need to know.

In any case, having someone of the Second Prince's stature offer to be my friend was a rare opportunity. For the sake of future relations, I couldn't afford to miss this chance.

"Thank you for your kindness, Second Prince. I'm honored."

"Friends don't need to stick to such formal speech. Call me Luca. You don't need honorifics in private, so speak casually."

"Umm, hmm..."

Calling the Second Prince by his name or speaking casually wasn't so easy. Until now, I had consistently used formal speech with everyone except Rodrick, Eshtiel, and my mercenary comrades.


At that moment, Serin interrupted.

"Rian seems uncomfortable. Let's talk about this another time..."

"Just a moment, Serin."

"Rian...?"

Irreverently, I cut off Serin's words. It would be problematic to dismiss the Second Prince like this.

I must honestly admit it. The Second Prince's invitation was attractive from a practical standpoint, but it meant even more to me.

'This is my first real friend...'

During our journey to take Serin to the imperial palace in the past, she had refused to become friends. It seemed a silver badge wasn't enough as a friendship fee. Well, being a princess, it made sense she wouldn't be satisfied with that.

Then what about the Second Prince?

"The friendship fee... I mean, the close friendship fee... how much is it?"

"What?"

The Second Prince opened his eyes wide, then burst into laughter, forgetting all dignity.

"Pfft, hahahahaha! What kind of thing is that between friends? Friends don't need any compensation."

"R-really?"

This was incredible.

Even someone as kind as Serin had wanted a friendship fee, but what kind of magnanimous man was this Second Prince?

I released Serin's arm and slowly approached the Second Prince.

"Then... can we become friends just like this?"

"Of course, if you're willing."

"... Thank you, Second Prince."

"I told you to speak casually."

Though he showed his goodwill, I couldn't readily comply. It was difficult to break a lifelong habit.

"Formal speech is a habit that's hard to correct, so I'll improve gradually. So... I look forward to our friendship. Thank you, Luca."

"Likewise, I look forward to it, Sir Rihart."

I was happy.

I had my first friend. Though Luca was older than me, it didn't matter. I was simply grateful that my relationships had expanded beyond Rodrick, Eshtiel, and Serin.

"W-what is this atmosphere... Rian?"

"Ah. I've kept you waiting. I'm sorry, Serin."

"... It's nothing. Not really."

Serin softened her slightly sullen gaze and bid farewell to the Princess.

"We'll be going now. See you again soon. Don't bother seeing us off when you're not feeling well."

"Mmm... thank you. See you later."

With such awkward farewells, our paths diverged.

"... Luca, let's have a talk."

"Hmm? Sure."

Beyond the closing bedroom door, the Princess called Luca back with a somewhat stern voice. In contrast, Luca sat down in the chair where Serin had been sitting with an innocent expression. That was the last scene I witnessed in the bedroom. Our first parting happened in such a way.

Meanwhile, Serin and I boarded the carriage to return to the mansion we had been given as our residence. I was puzzled by Serin's unusual quietness, but I assumed she had her reasons and didn't pry.

Above all... I kept recalling when the Princess had called Serin by her nickname, and it made me reluctant to engage with Serin. I felt like if we conversed now, I might make an inappropriate slip of the tongue.

'A slip of the tongue? What kind of slip would I...'

I was aware that it was Serin's freedom to allow others to use her nickname. What kind of mistake could I possibly make?

While I was deep in thought, Serin spoke to me in a grumbling tone.

"Hey, Rian."

"Yes, what is it, Serin?"

"Are you happy... being friends with the Second Prince?"

"To quote Luca, he's my first true friend. Honestly... I'm pleased."

At my answer, Serin jumped up.

"First? What about me?"

"Serin... our friendship was nullified due to insufficient friendship fee, wasn't it?"

"W-what?!"

Serin exclaimed loudly. She sat down next to me with a thud and pressed me with questions.

"When did I ever ask for a friendship fee...! Well, let's put that aside. If I'm not even a friend, then what am I to you, Rian?"

"Hmm..."

It was certainly a relationship difficult to define. Not a friend, and certainly not family. Yet it would be inappropriate to consider her a complete stranger.

Finding it hard to answer, I simply expressed what I felt.

"Serin is... Serin. That's what I think."

"So in the end, I'm nothing?"

"No. I mean... Serin is my superior and someone I should respect as an imperial citizen. And..."

...

......

I couldn't continue. As I firmly closed my mouth, Serin seemed about to press me further.

But then I thought it was unfair to be questioned like this. So I spoke up before Serin could open her mouth.

"How did you become so close with the Princess?"

"People can become close when they talk, you know."

"You seemed excessively close."

"She turned out to be a nice person."


"Enough to allow her to use your nickname in less than half a day?"

"Ha. No, that's...!"

Serin's retort was suddenly cut short.

"...... Huh...?"

Her sullen face suddenly went blank as if she had lost her senses. It was as if a messily colored canvas had been bleached white in an instant.

In the suffocating silence, Serin asked with a trembling voice.

"Rian... could this be jealousy?"

"Pardon?"

"I'm asking if you're jealous of Sister Narin... the Rupenter Princess."

"Jealous... you say?"

Jealousy?

Like how the poor envy the rich,
How the weak envy the strong,
How the plain envy the beautiful.

Is that how Serin is suggesting I viewed her and the Princess?

Me, who has lived a life unconnected to envy?

"Pfft, ha..."

Serin's cheeks twitched.

Her flat gaze had already formed a gentle curve.

"Haa... what should I do? They say if you cry then laugh, something bad happens."

"Serin?"

"It's because someone is the cutest thing in the world, I'm really worried about that."

Serin moved uncomfortably close to me. Then her warm body temperature began to spread through my hand, from the back to between my fingers.

"Well, I should start by acknowledging the familiar."

"What do you mean...?"

"It's obvious."

Serin smiled brightly.

"I was jealous."

"What..."

"The distance I worked so hard to close, someone else narrowed in less than half a day. So I felt deflated, and feeling deflated made me angry... and a little resentful..."

Her voice trailed off, then with a small chuckle, she summarized her thoughts.

"I wanted to confront you about it. But now I'm fine. I'm confident that I'm steadily making progress. So... I'm sorry for holding you up for a moment, Rian."

"..."

Serin's apology filled me with self-reproach.

Why should Serin ramble on with excuses and apologies like this? All I could understand was that she was being considerate of me.

I needed to apologize too.

"I'm sorry as well."

"For what?"

"Probably for similar reasons as you, I was overcome with unpleasant feelings. I have no right to feel that way, and it's unbecoming of me as your official guard. I want to ask for your forgiveness."

"Really?"

Though I offered my apology sincerely, Serin was grinning as if something pleased her.

"Wow, you've improved a lot. The old Rian would have immediately asked to be dismissed and even offered to pay a penalty fee..."

"Indeed, that might have been the case."

"What's changed to make you act this way now?"

"I'm not sure."

Perhaps it's that I don't want to leave Serin hastily.

Maybe it's because the experience of my black and white world gradually regaining its colors is invaluable to me.

"In any case, it seems I like you, Serin."

At that moment, her entire body froze like a statue.

The body temperature in contact with the back of my hand rose as if burned. When I looked at Serin out of concern, her arms were already strongly wrapped around my neck.

"Oof...?"

"Don't look..."

"What...? Serin?"

I called out to her in confusion, my face suddenly buried in her chest. It was a posture that could cause a woman to feel shame if she realized the situation.

Fortunately, Serin wasn't wearing clothes that exposed her chest. I was sincerely relieved about that.

"Stay like this for a moment. Right now, I'm feeling a bit embarrassed..."

"Ugh."

"That's completely unfair... no matter how much I attack, someone naturally pokes at my weakness... I'm always at a disadvantage."

"I'm... sorry...?"

"Ugh... staying like this seems to make it worse... but I don't want to show you this either..."

"Would it help if I closed my eyes?"

"It's fine... just... stay like this a little longer. This is all your fault anyway, Rian."

"...? Understood."

A strong scent of wild grass, infused with warm temperature, distorted my senses.

It felt as if my world was completely filled with Serin.

I didn't dislike that sensation.

If possible, I wanted to commit the mistakes she was blaming me for more often.

Next ChapterI met with the princess and on the way back, I heard about the kingdom's situation from Serin.

The kingdom, which had appeared normal at the glance during the banquet, was actually maintaining a precarious peace.

This was markedly different from the Bellonin Empire's situation.

In the Bellonin Empire, the imperial faction and the deposition faction were in opposition, making governance somewhat inefficient. Of course, there were some sparks of rebellion, but as long as the current Emperor lived, such dreams remained distant.

In contrast, the Carnar Kingdom was truly facing imminent destruction.

"Black Magic... you say?"

"Yes. A dark art that destroys people's minds is spreading secretly. Not just among commoners, but also among many nobles, and even most of the royal family except for the Second Prince."

"And until now, the princess and the Second Prince have been dealing with this?"

"That's right."

"Are you saying they've been removing the Black Magic?"

"No, Black Magic can only be undone by the caster directly, or when they die. What those two have accomplished is merely preventing the conspiracies of those exposed to Black Magic."

"Hmm..."

I couldn't understand what mindset led Serin to boldly promise to help the princess. Serin was, after all, an imperial princess of the Empire, with little reason to sacrifice herself for the Carnar Kingdom.

Even if the entire Carnar Kingdom fell to a group of Black Magic practitioners, invading the Empire would be impossible. As long as the current Emperor Harum Literion ruled, no one could threaten the Empire.

Though our meeting was brief, the Serin's father I witnessed was someone who had far transcended human limitations.

'Even for national interest, there's no reason for Serin to help at the risk of facing threats.'

National interests can only be achieved if Serin stays alive. As her guard, I'll do my duty, but I couldn't completely approve of Serin's decision.

'Could it be... because we're a people of justice? Is that identity so important to you?'

Since this was confidential information I dared not disclose, I kept my mouth shut and listened attentively to Serin's story.

"We'll be busy starting tomorrow. We're going to raid the 'Mansion of the Sorcerer.'"

"Is that the headquarters of the Black Magic practitioners?"

"Yes."

"If they already know about it but leave it alone, I suppose that means there's no evidence."

"That's part of it... and it's also a place they can't afford to lose, so it's difficult to make a decision."

"I see. That makes sense."

The "Mansion of the Sorcerer" refers to clusters of sorcerers distributed across various countries.

Sorcerers were typically reclusive by nature. Therefore, they all created areas separate from society where they resided.

The reason why nations tolerated such potentially powerful groups was simple: the Mansion of the Sorcerer dramatically improved people's standard of living.

They created magical tools accessible even to commoners, benefiting society widely, and thus enjoyed popular support. Moreover, they had long maintained mutually beneficial relationships with national leadership.

"Serin, can we trust the Mansion of the Sorcerer located in the Empire?"

"Don't worry. Only the kingdom's mansion has been corrupted."

"That's a relief."

Suddenly, I felt an impulse.

What if I sneaked out overnight and destroyed them all? Wouldn't that end everything?

But the images of Rodrick and Eshtiel flashed in my mind, holding me back. Besides, I shouldn't do anything that would put Serin in a difficult position.

In the end, I had no choice but to follow Serin's decision.

"By the way, Rian. Setting aside the kingdom's affairs... there's something I've been curious about. May I ask?"

"Of course, feel free."

Despite my ready permission, Serin hesitated. What could she be curious about?

After a moment, Serin spoke.

"Well... Rian, you're now the Captain of the Knights, right?"

"It's an undeserved position... but yes, that's correct."


"But I've never seen you wearing a sword. Can you even use swordsmanship...?"

"...Ah."

Her question hit me like a blow to the back of my head.

Only after hearing Serin's question did I reflect on myself.

'A knight... needs a sword, don't they...'

In truth, I could quickly create a sword using Pou. However, that's a method I couldn't proudly display to others, so it was out of the question. Therefore, I didn't have a proper sword at all.

And as for being skilled with a sword...

'No, I'm not.'

I've never trained in swordsmanship, let alone basic combat techniques. I've never encountered difficulties with movements I've merely imitated from others.

I suddenly felt a sense of self-loathing.

"I'm sorry for being such an unworthy Captain of Knights..."

"What...? Rian?"

"I've realized it. That I'm an incredibly shameless person."

"Hey, no, why are you suddenly like this?! Why are you suddenly throwing your self-esteem into the gutter..."

Hearing my self-criticism, Serin gasped in exasperation and patted her knee.

"Come here. My pretty little kitten. Now I have to comfort you again."

"No. I'm a Knight Captain unworthy of comfort."

"Oh come on, you should come when I tell you to, you stubborn Knight Captain."

"I... ugh."

Serin's strength, pulling me in like an antlion's pit, was considerable. Though not impossible to resist, there was an embracing warmth there that was difficult to fight against.

I surrendered to the mysterious warmth she emitted.

The carriage journey to the residence proceeded in this manner.

◇

Peek. Peek.

Inside a carriage at Duke Rupenter's Estate. A little girl lifted the seat slightly and raised her head.

This space under the seat was originally designed for storing simple luggage. But the girl had hidden there, patiently waiting for an opportunity—an opportunity to escape before they could take her away without resistance.

The girl's plan was excellent, but one major mistake ruined everything. Finding the seat unexpectedly comfortable, she had accidentally drifted off to dreamland.

"Where am I...?"

Strange. She clearly remembered hearing her brother and sister talking in the carriage...

Eshtiel was confused as she looked at the unfamiliar buildings outside.

"What should I do...?"

It had been a smooth journey until now.

At first, her adventure began by secretly boarding the luggage carriage following her brother, bringing water and food.
She conserved food and water, sneaking out late at night to take care of necessities.
That's how she entrusted herself to the luggage carriage all the way to the residence assigned to Serin.

If there was a problem, it was that after running away all the way to a foreign country, she became afraid of the consequences. Even after reaching Rahilt and Serin's shelter, Eshtiel couldn't muster the courage to come forward. She was afraid of being scolded for following them without permission.

Then she sensed workers near the luggage carriage. Realizing she couldn't hide forever, Eshtiel concealed herself in a nearby parked carriage. It was a coincidence made possible because the coachman had gone to attend to other matters.

The carriage Eshtiel entered belonged to Second Prince Luca Ioreen. It was when Luca had visited to invite Rahilt and Serin to Kanarin's mansion.

Thus began Eshtiel's adventure of stowing away in Luca's carriage. Of course, simultaneously embarking on an adventure to dreamland was a critical error.

"Mmm..."

Eshtiel carefully emerged from the empty space under the seat. The sight of a small child struggling alone to push open the carriage door was utterly pitiful.

"Eeek..."


Just as she was using all her strength to push the door open—

Clunk!

Suddenly, the carriage door opened. Eshtiel's center of gravity, which had been directed straight forward, inevitably shifted rapidly.

"Wah!"

"Whoa?!"

Two screams intersected. As if by agreement, they were high-pitched sounds full of bewilderment.

Eshtiel closed her eyes tightly as she saw the ground approaching. But the sensation she felt immediately after was a floating feeling she had never experienced before.

"Huh...?"

Eshtiel slowly half-opened her eyes. The scene she saw was, strangely, herself floating in the air. When she gently landed, she let out a wistful sigh at how fun the experience had been.

Meanwhile, Luca—the person who had saved Eshtiel—raised his eyes in surprise.

"Who might this little lady be, and why are you here?"

It was the most polite tone he could manage in his surprised state. Even to Eshtiel's eyes, he didn't seem "bad," so she relaxed and felt relieved.

"I'm Eshtiel."

"I see."

Luca tried to understand while calming his trembling hands. He had seen children many times in his life, but Eshtiel's cuteness—from head to toe, even her voice and speech—was beyond imagination.

He wanted to pat her head first, regardless of how suspicious the situation might be. Had reason not held his hand back, he would certainly have done so.

"Who are you...?"

"The owner of the carriage you were riding in."

"Oh! I'm sorry. I fell asleep under the seat and just woke up."

"Since when?"

"Since this morning?"

"What?! That's insane, what if you had suffocated...!!!"

"There were little holes, so I was okay."

"Well..."

It's true there were ventilation holes to prevent moisture buildup. Still, staying in such a cramped space must have been incredibly uncomfortable...!

"Where is this?"

"This is Duke Rupenter's Estate."

"Did Rihart brother and Serin sister come here too?"

"Um... you mean Her Highness Princess Serinel and Sir Rihart?"

"Yes!"

Luca fell into extreme confusion.

The sight of this disheveled child who had stowed away in his carriage referring to the princess and her guard with such familiarity caused cognitive dissonance.

But if her connection to them was real, he couldn't just let this pass.

Luca extended his hand to Eshtiel.

"First... you said your name is Eshtiel? Would you like to stay here tonight?"

"I'd love to."

Eshtiel agreed readily without hesitation. Her uninhibited attitude suggested she was a child raised in privilege.

'Well... Kanarin would like her too. She might even want to sleep with her in her arms.'

This was why Luca, who had been about to return to the palace, turned his steps back to the Duke's estate.

Eshtiel had no idea.

That this moment was another turning point that would set her future in motion once again.

Next ChapterAfter a night had passed, the morning arrived when I had promised to help the Duke's daughter.

It would have been a gentle morning as usual, but I rushed to Duke Rupenter's Estate with a bewildered mind after receiving a sudden letter.

Something unbelievable had happened, and I thought I was dreaming. How could someone think of and execute such a reckless plan?

By the time I barged into Duke Rupenter's Estate, the Duke's daughter was waiting at the main entrance as if she had been expecting me. Moreover, Luca was awkwardly scratching the bridge of his nose beside her, adding a sense of reality to the situation.

"I've been waiting for you, Sir Rihart. And Serin."

"Where is the child?"

"She should be playing in the playroom."

"Playing? With whom? No, is what was written in the letter actually true?"

"Well... I understand how you feel, but I was the one who found her."

Luca added with an apologetic face. Though he wasn't at fault at all, he kept looking at me with a guilty expression.

When I finally processed the reality and calmed down a bit, the Duke's daughter gestured toward the stairs.

"I'll guide you to the playroom first."

"...Alright."

I followed the Duke's daughter with anxious steps.

Thud, thud. Only our footsteps echoed through the corridor in the quiet atmosphere.

Serin, who would normally have made some joke, was quiet. Was she reading the mood and being considerate? I felt guilty for causing trouble alone. This was a failure as an escort.

Finally, the Duke's daughter stopped walking.

"This is the playroom."

After her brief introduction, she opened the door. Inside were numerous dolls, game pieces, and fairy tale books.

In the center of the opened playroom, two children were visible.

One was a boy who resembled the Duke's daughter, and the other was unmistakably Eshtiel, the precious child of the Windmill family.

I called her name in bewilderment.

"Eshtiel."

"Ah..."

Eshtiel's expression, which had been happily fiddling with a doll, suddenly froze.

"Brother Rihart..."

Then Eshtiel turned her eyes to Serin.

"Sister Serin..."

Frozen like ice, Eshtiel fidgeted with her short fingers. Judging by her trembling eyes, she seemed to be aware of what she had done.

As I slowly moved inside, Eshtiel flinched. Soon, she tried to speak with pronunciation more awkward than usual.

"I'm sowwy, brother... I thought it would be fun... I wanted to go together..."

"..."

"I'm sowwy for following without permission... uh..."

"..."

Just as I was about to reach Eshtiel, who had her head bowed deeply, the boy who had been playing with her quickly blocked my way and boldly exclaimed.

"Don't bully her!"

"Arhan...?"

The Duke's daughter murmured in surprise at the boy's sudden action.

Judging from the situation, the boy's name must be Arhan. He stared at me directly with eyes that seemed to emit seismic waves.

"I don't know who you are, but she's my guest, so I won't let you bully her...!!!"

It was admirable courage. However, the direction of that courage seemed slightly misplaced. And such misplaced courage couldn't stop my steps.

Snap!

Luca snapped his fingers. Then Arhan's body floated up and flew to the Duke's daughter's side.

"Eek...! Brother Luca! Won't you release this?! Eshtiel is in danger!"

"Just stay still... you clueless kid."

The path was clear with the interference gone.

Now, only one step separated me from Eshtiel.

Eshtiel looked up at me anxiously, her fear evident.

"Brother..."

I reached out my hand. Eshtiel's eyes squeezed shut.

Trembling Eshtiel.

I grabbed her and pulled her into a tight embrace.

"Huh...? Brother Rihart...?"

"What were you thinking?"


I asked quietly.

"What if something had gone wrong..."

"Ugh..."

"What if enemies had appeared, if there had been an accident, if you had gotten lost, if bad people had taken you...! What were you thinking?"

"Well... I..."

Eshtiel's voice trailed off.

She seemed to have completely forgotten what to say. Or perhaps she felt intimidated by my embrace.

I don't want to be like this either. I want to treat her like I always do, indulging her whims. But because of her unexpected action and our unexpected reunion in this place, my reason was clouded.

"How... how shocked and worried I was... Eshtiel."

"Ugh, sniff..."

"If something had happened to you... I..."

I would have searched for you even if I had to burn down the entire kingdom.

Especially now that I knew about the evil black magic cult.

"Sorry... I'm sowwy, brother... ugh..."

Eshtiel puffed her cheeks. Not because she was upset, but because she was trying to hold back her sobs, filling her cheeks with air.

Soon after, Eshtiel's dam of tears finally burst.

"Waaaaaah...! I'm sowwy, brother... Brother Rihart, I won't do it again..."

"I wish you had at least told me..."

"But... but... you said I couldn't go even if I asked... even though you said I could tell you everything I wanted to do... ugh..."

"...You're right."

This was my mistake.

Anyway, it was also inconsiderate to let a child cry in someone else's mansion. I stroked Eshtiel, desperately trying to calm her tears.

"Haah..."

I sighed with exhaustion and turned my eyes to the Duke's daughter.

"...I apologize, but would you allow us to leave Eshtiel at the Duke's Estate while we stay in the kingdom?"

The mansion's standards were good, and there was a peer who, despite his immature courage, tried to protect Eshtiel. Rather than leaving her alone at the residence feeling lonely during my mission, entrusting her to the Duke's Estate seemed like the better option.

The Duke's daughter nodded willingly.

"Of course. I'll tell Arhan to play with her well."

"Thank you."

After our conversation, Eshtiel, with her swollen eyes, asked in a trembling voice.

"So I can stay here...?"

"Yes."

"Are you still angry...?"

"No, not at all."

If I had lost Eshtiel forever, I surely would have been.

"That's a relief..."

Perhaps due to the energy spent crying, Eshtiel's eyes slowly closed.

I laid Eshtiel on a soft bed in the playroom and quietly left.

◇

I glanced sideways at Rahilt, who was walking dejectedly in the Duke's Estate grounds. No, to be more precise... at Rahilt, who gave the impression of being rigid yet deflated like a machine.

What he had just shown was so strange and surprising that I couldn't calm down.

'Could Rahilt show such a side too...?'

I had already known that he was quite different from the original work or the founding myth. I had observed this since our first meeting.

But I never expected Rahilt to show such an emotional side. Family seemed to hold a much heavier place in his heart than I had imagined.

'If something bad had happened to Tiel, wouldn't it have been a crisis for the world?'

This was a hypothesis I wouldn't have dared to imagine before. But now, after hearing about the "death of the four" ending from Sister Narin, it was hard to dismiss this as a mere hypothesis.

'Well... Master Ro Eun-young seems to have brought Rahilt almost to the normal range.'

Maybe it's like this, I thought.

It's not that Rahilt can't feel negative emotions, but rather that his threshold for accepting negative emotions is incredibly high.

While Rahilt might have been completely numb to emotions before meeting my father-in-law, the current Rahilt would inevitably be different from the past.

'That aside, he seems down because Tiel cried...'

This Rahilt isn't cute.

I was a woman who wanted her man to smile.

So, I quietly approached him and carefully spoke.


"Excuse me, Rian."

"Did you call me?"

"Yes, I was wondering if you're okay."

"I'm fine. I'm not injured."

"Do people only get physical injuries? Hearts get hurt too."

At my assertion, Rahilt looked to the side. The summer sky reflected in his blue eyes like a beach. Without even having time to be captivated by that beauty, I continued.

"It's not like... I was the one crying."

"But your heart was crying, wasn't it?"

"What?"

"Hearts can shed tears for others too, you know."

Just as Rahilt was sad with worry for Eshtiel,
Just as I had wept for not being able to help the young Rahilt who had escaped the system.
That was the emotion that any human would naturally have.

It must have been an emotion sprouted by the human Rahilt, not the dragon's child.

I deliberately smiled and opened my arms toward Rahilt.

"Come here and let me hug you, our crybaby Rian. I'll pat your head and comfort you."

"W-what are you saying? There are others watching."

"That means you'd jump into my arms if no one was around, right?"

"Please don't do this... Serin. It's very embarrassing."

Oh my, I like your very embarrassed self second best in the world.

"Should I stop?"

"Please do."

"Then smile for me."

"Serin?"

"If you shake it off and smile, I'll stop."

I don't expect Rahilt, who's not usually associated with smiles, to comply.

But what can I do? I still haven't seen...
Your bright smile, which I like best in the world.

"This is difficult..."

"I figured as much."

Since he's wearing a mask, I have no choice but to back down even if he's lying and insisting.

Either way, he was truly a faithful husband.

That's when it happened.

Sister Narin, who was walking ahead, suddenly covered her mouth and spoke.

"Serin, you're so... open-minded. In many ways."

"Hang in there, Rihart."

The Second Prince added, giving a thumbs up. At this, Rahilt couldn't even lift his head and kept his face down.

Unable to watch my man being put down any longer, I sharply interjected.

"Both of you, that's enough. Stop making our Rian uncomfortable and let's get to business."

"Shall we then?"

Sister Narin agreed refreshingly. As if she had deliberately provoked me to bring me to the main point...

"We'll use Serin's ambassador status to visit the Mansion of the Sorcerer. Under the pretext of exploring how it differs from the magician's mansion in the empire."

"And you and the Second Prince will be helping with my guidance, right?"

"Yes. But Luca has one more role. The Mansion of the Sorcerer is protected by spatial magic, so without a sorcerer's guidance, you'll get lost. So Luca will deliberately disrupt the spatial magic to scatter us."

"Then we pretend to find our way while thoroughly searching the mansion, right?"

"Exactly!"

"And if anyone gets in our way, we beat them up."

"...Yes, if they're black magicians."

Sister Narin looked troubled. It's not like she thinks I'm an indiscriminate beast.

Soon, she glanced at Rahilt.

"Sir Rihart, you know you can't destroy the entire mansion, right...? We'd be caught in it too."

"...? I understand."

"Kanarin is so worried. How could anyone destroy that sturdy Mansion of the Sorcerer?"

At Luca's tactless question, Sister Narin and I immediately turned our gazes toward him.

For him to remain an uncomplicated friend to Rahilt, ignorance truly was bliss.

Next Chapter"A vague boundary zone straddling the edge between the capital and the outlands.

The area was surrounded by dense forest. The leaves of abnormally large trees created massive shadows that distorted one's sense of time.

After walking for about two hours through a forest too dense for carriages to enter, a spacious estate came into view.

Commonly known as the Mansion of the Sorcerer. It was the collective name for a civilization's condensed form that benefited the human world on a continental scale.

News that Serin would visit the Mansion of the Sorcerer as an envoy spread quickly. Therefore, it was expected that sorcerers in loose robes covering their entire bodies would come out to greet them.

Serin and the duke's daughter, along with Luca. Including myself, it was a modest visit of only four people. Perhaps because of this, they didn't seem particularly vigilant.

Soon, a middle-aged male sorcerer approached from the front and bowed with his hand on his chest.

"Pleased to meet you, Princess Seriniel Literion. I am Parlo, one of the mansion's caretakers."

"Nice to meet you."

Serin was being courteous because sorcerers had transcended worldly status. Neither commoners nor nobles, they deserved respect for their achievements. That is, assuming they weren't a group of puppets spreading dark magic.

"Actually, I've been looking forward to today. I was curious about how this place differs from the mansion located in the Empire."

"You won't be disappointed. After all, we are sorcerers with the continent's finest research capabilities."

"Hearing that makes me even more curious. Could we skip the trivial procedures and get a tour?"

"Of course. Let me guide you this way."

Parlo led the way into the mansion. We followed him, briefly exchanging glances. It was a silent agreement that although we wouldn't reveal our intentions yet, we needed to remain vigilant from now on.

"By the way, I didn't expect the Second Prince would visit us as well."

"I've been interested for quite some time."

"Haha, we've been equally interested in you. After all, sorcerers who match the Second Prince's abilities are extremely rare."

"I find that statement curious, as I've never really showcased my abilities. I advise you not to put too much faith in rumors. Rumors are like wet cotton, aren't they?"

"Hmm, indeed. That's how rumors are. They get inflated beyond measure, with tiny grains of truth hidden inside like kernels."

It was a battle of nerves.

The duke's daughter and Luca had long been at odds with the black magic sorcerer group.

When directly encountering them, they tried their best to hide their identities, but it seemed the sorcerers had formed their own conclusions. Just as the duke's daughter and Luca seemed to suspect the entire Mansion of the Sorcerer, despite lacking concrete evidence.

"And who might this person be? An attendant of the Princess?"

Parlo asked, looking at me.

"I am Rihart. I'm in charge of the Princess's protection."

"Ah... Well, one certainly can't judge people by appearances."

A suspicious man with his face hidden behind a mask and not a single weapon in sight. By all accounts, I didn't look suitable for guard duty. Recognizing this, I offered no rebuttal.

However, Serin seemed to have a different perspective.

"I'd like you to retract that statement."

"Princess?"

"You dare judge my person by your subjective standards? My person."

"..."

Serin's sudden shift to a cold tone created a chilling atmosphere. Instinctively, Parlo bowed his head, overwhelmed by her presence.

"I-I apologize..."

"As long as you understand, just be careful with your words."

Then she left a final warning.

"Isn't the mouth the source of all calamities?"

"Yes... I will deeply reflect on your guidance."

Though he pledged obedience on the surface, his narrowed eyes revealed an unnecessary level of disrespect.

"Wow... Serin has such a strong presence."

"Is this the dignity of an imperial princess...?"

These were the impressions of the duke's daughter and Luca, in order.

Though both were naturally unassuming, they were undeniably of the highest social class. Serin's behavior was radical enough to surprise even them.

Feeling indebted, I spoke to Serin.

"Serin."

"Yes, Rian."

"While I appreciate your defense, it would be better to refrain from now on. I can't let your reputation suffer because of me."


"But I don't like my people being casually judged. Especially not Rian."

"However, I am employed by His Majesty the Emperor as your guard. As such, I believe I should also protect your reputation as your guard. So we should avoid situations where priorities become reversed."

"Is protecting reputation part of a guard's duty?"

"...Even if it's not a guard's duty, I consider it my responsibility."

"Wow..."

Serin covered her mouth with both hands.

For a moment, I regretted my words. Whenever she reacted excessively like this, it was usually followed by statements that put me in an awkward position.

And unfortunately, my ominous premonition was never wrong.

"So you're saying that being my guard is just an excuse, and you want to do this for me?"

"...That could be one interpretation."

"So you want to do this because you like me so, so much?"

"If there's no other way to express it... that's not incorrect, but..."

"Sigh... what should I do?"

Serin complained dramatically.

"This makes me want to cuddle you so badly. Would you like me to carry you? Or perhaps a princess carry?"

"What on earth do you gain from such absurd actions...?"

"Nothing much. Just emotional fulfillment and maybe a ten-year extension to my lifespan?"

"..."

I rubbed my face in response to her completely illogical answer. The cold touch of my mask cooled the heat in my palm.

The commentary from the two people standing shoulder to shoulder was an added bonus.

"Luca, why don't you say things like that to me?"

"Maybe because you don't princess-carry me?"

"Isn't it weird for someone who's the Second Prince to want to be carried like a princess?"

"It just shows how well I understand women's hearts."

The thought of a disinherited child being princess-carried by the imperial princess made me dizzy just imagining it, but I kept that to myself.

Meanwhile, Parlo, who had heard everything from my conversation with Serin to the whispers between the duke's daughter and Luca, suddenly turned around.

"...... From here on, we're within the influence of spatial magic. This means if you stray more than ten steps away from me, you might be transported to a completely different location."

He added ominously.

"And perhaps... that location might be an experimental chamber full of hazards. Of course, the capable sorcerer Second Prince might be fine... but I advise the rest of you to be extremely cautious."

"Ahaha, as a mere amateur sorcerer, I find that advice quite frightening."

Luca joked, but it didn't seem to affect Parlo at all.

"Follow me."

He took a step forward.

Just that was enough to make the space ripple, momentarily distorting Parlo's figure.

The same happened to the duke's daughter and Luca as they followed him.

"Shall we go too, Rian?"

"Be careful, Serin."

"Of course."

Serin let out a small chuckle. Just as we were about to fall in line behind them—

Crack!

"Rian? What was that sound just now..."

Crackle, crackle...!

"Serin? Your appearance is becoming blurry."

Hissssss!

Strange noises resonated.

Serin's form, though not far from me, became increasingly blurred, and the surrounding space began to distort strangely.

The distance from Parlo was less than six steps—far less than the radius he had warned about. Yet the phenomenon he had cautioned against was faithfully enveloping me.

"Rian! What's... happ... ing...!"


Serin's words reached me in fragments. Even through my blurred vision, I could tell she was rushing toward me in panic.

"Don't come closer, Serin! You mustn't approach!"

Whether my words were clearly conveyed was uncertain. Just as her shouts reached me in a muffled state, my intentions likely reached her only faintly.

The warped space reached its climax, and my vision was engulfed in darkness, losing its function.

◇

"What is this?! Luca, don't tell me you already...!"

"No! I didn't do anything!"

Amid the chaotic scene, Kanarin and Luca quickly assessed the situation.

It had happened much closer than the distance they had been warned about. However, it wasn't something done by Luca, the sorcerer. Then, inevitably, who did the line of suspicion point to?

Thwang!

A jet-black figure streaked past Kanarin and Luca's eyes, leaving afterimages. It was a leap so swift that it was difficult to track even with eyes wide open.

Serin, who had easily surpassed human limitations, charged at Parlo like a predator targeting prey.

Crash!

"Gahk...!?"

Parlo, though a sorcerer, had the physical abilities of an ordinary human. He was instantly subdued by Serin and slammed to the ground.

Then Serin spoke with furious intensity.

"You goddamn bastard, what did you do to Rian?"

"Urgh... wh-what are you..."

"You fucking bastard, I'm asking what you did to my man!!!"

"Huk... heurk..."

It was a first.

She had never lost her composure and raised her voice at someone like this before. Throughout both her past and present lives, Serin had never shouted with such vulgar curses.

The fact that Rahilt was strong was irrelevant. She knew well that unless her father appeared, there could be no threat to Rahilt's safety. Nevertheless, Serin gave in to impulse and anger.

The problem was that this gloomy black sorcerer, this puppet group, had dared to direct malice toward Rahilt.

How dare they target someone who had hidden behind a mask all his life to avoid hostility? How dare they... what safety, what right did they have to direct malice at anyone?

'Kuhk...'

Parlo was gasping for breath.

'What kind of human strength is this...!'

He had heard rumors that the Empire's princess was known as a monster. But since exaggerations about the abilities of noble individuals were common, he hadn't taken it as truth. It was a reasonable judgment, as the princess had never directly participated in bloody conflicts.

'But this is just abnormal...!!!'

Yes, abnormal was the only way to describe it.

And for good reason.

Because Parlo had truly done nothing.

'What the hell is this shit!'

Prince Luca knew his own magical power. The quality of magical power was like a person's fingerprint, and skilled sorcerers could remember magical power they had experienced once.

Though it was long ago, as someone who had once confronted Luca as a black sorcerer, he couldn't carelessly reveal his magic.

Even if he did reveal it, he planned to do so only in a space where he had a definite advantage.

'Damn it, what the hell is that gloomy guard...!'

An absurd hypothesis formed in his mind.

The spatial magic surrounding the interior of the Mansion of the Sorcerer was structured to fix the existence of marked individuals at specific coordinates.

And people within a certain range of the mark were likewise affected. On the other hand, humans outside the mark's range were all randomly repelled.

Because the space itself was warped, this penalty couldn't be avoided no matter how extraordinary a person was.

'What if... that person is such a powerful being that he can't be fixed by magical coordinates...?'

If he was outside the effectiveness of the mark from the beginning, he would have immediately entered the warped space. Into an unknown space where no one knew where or how he would fall within the mansion.

'No, that's just theoretical talk. There's no way such a human exists in this world. I heard even the Empire's Emperor was calmly guided through the Mansion of the Sorcerer...!'

Then what on earth was the problem?

Bearing the unexpected weight of fury with his entire body, Parlo could only mutter in bewilderment.

"This is fucked... really."

Next ChapterThe blackout in my vision cleared, revealing a completely different landscape than before.

The process of the blurred and distorted world returning to a concrete form was dreamlike. It was as if time had been rewound.

'Where am I?'

Though aware it was impolite, I couldn't help thinking that the designer of this space I'd been transported to was rather gloomy. The dark, damp environment created a muggy atmosphere, and the smell of decaying paper tickled the bridge of my nose.

'Judging by the circumstances, I must have been caught in some spatial magic.'

Despite following Parlo's instructions faithfully, the trigger that activated the spatial magic remained unknown. Thinking about my companions who might be in trouble because the operation went awry due to me, guilt welled up inside.

The noble lady and Luca might not mind, but Serin would probably be angry. After all, she was the type to look after me, saying I was one of her people.

'Since I've already been caught up in this, following the plan would be the best course of action.'

Though the timing had been drastically accelerated, what needed to be done remained unchanged. I slowly began to move my feet that had been planted on the ground.

It was a strange place.

No matter how long I walked, the corridor seemed endless.

Looking to the side, I saw creatures I had never seen or heard of before, breathing inside viscous liquid. One had a goat's head with predatory bird wings on both sides of its body, and at the end of its lower body, a tail reminiscent of a centipede swayed gently.

Sensing my presence, the strange creature opened its eyes. Green eyes emitting a faint glow like fireflies met mine. At that moment, it thrashed violently.

Crack, crack!

The liquid container that held the unidentified beast slowly began to crack. Eventually, the creature shattered its prison with tremendous force.

Crash! Swoosh...

Foul-smelling liquid rushed out like a torrent. The contents that had been trapped inside made a sound like metal being scratched as it dripped viscous material. Though we couldn't communicate, it was clear that this was the creature's way of threatening me.

"This can't be..."

I covered the mouth area of my mask. This experience, which would be foreign to any ordinary person, gave me a kind of emotional impact.

"It doesn't run away even when seeing me up close...?"

This was a first for me.

Whether dogs, cats, horses, rabbits, or anything else—any animal with keen senses would avoid me. They wouldn't even try to threaten or chase me away. They would just flee in panic.

That's why I don't go to stables. I've experienced cases where horses, upon recognizing me, repeatedly rammed into stable walls until they died.

So even when boarding carriages, I would take a wide detour around the horse's line of sight before getting on.

If horseback riding was necessary, I would mount from behind a trained horse. Even then, the horse becoming frightened was unavoidable.

Even when I brought back the kidnapped Serin, I tended to position myself subtly behind her.

'What a shame...'

It was unfortunate that the aura emitted by this unknown creature was hostile. Still, unable to let go of my lingering interest, I reached out my hand, but the creature mistook it for a serious threat and lunged at me nimbly.

"Oh my."

It had extraordinary angular momentum. I let out a soft exclamation at the movement of this beast that couldn't be found in the natural world.

Boom!

The creature charged at me again with killing intent.

A murderous charge.

With no sign of negotiation possible, it forced me to make a cruel decision.

"I'm sorry..."

I brought my fist down hard on the crown of the creature's head as it charged toward me.

Crunch, crash!

With the sound of bone collapsing, the creature's head was driven into the floor like a nail. I believe the pain lasted only a moment.

Even though life had clearly left it, its entire body still twitched slightly. It was a sight too distressing to look at.

'This isn't the kind of creature an ordinary magician would study.'

Though magicians as a group tend to have sinister aspects, they rarely go beyond certain boundaries. After all, they too mingle in society and eventually marry to form families.

In other words, magicians also share common sensibilities with the rest of humanity.

That is, as long as they haven't corrupted their minds with magic.

Just as I was about to turn away from the creature's corpse:

Thud... thud.

Footsteps approached. The irregular gait betrayed the person's abnormal state.

The person who finally appeared was a woman. She wandered aimlessly with drool dripping from her mouth and a vacant, unfocused gaze.

"Ah... ugh..."

"..."

Our eyes met directly. The woman then screamed and ran away.

"Aaaaaahhh!"

I immediately guessed what situation she was in.

'The mainstream of black magic is mental corruption and brainwashing... That would explain her bizarre behavior.'

From her actions, I also drew another conclusion.

'She had no mark but moved freely around here. And I've been walking around without being ejected by spatial magic.'

This meant I could safely assume I was outside the influence of spatial magic. If so, the place I had fallen into must be somewhere that those without marks shouldn't casually enter through bent space.

'An abnormal synthetic creature... and ordinary people wandering around with corrupted minds...'

It would be troublesome if evidence were unexpectedly leaked due to spatial magic. It would be like completely exposing themselves as black magicians.

Ironically, my falling here due to that very spatial magic could only be described as an incredible coincidence.

'So even if someone falls here, they figure they can just silence them by corrupting their mind?'

A reasonable approach. After all, the kingdom's black magicians had already taken control of more than half of the country's leadership through black magic.

The disappearance of one or two people would be easy to cover up.

That's when it happened.

Click, click.

Unlike the woman I had just encountered, these footsteps were regular. Shortly after, another woman appeared. However, unlike the previous one, she had a clear smile and intelligence in her eyes.

She spoke:

"My, my, I wondered why the test subject was causing a commotion... but it seems you're lost? Such a suspicious gentleman..."

"A black magician, I presume."

"If you know that and still say it out loud, I'm afraid I can't send you back..."


From the beginning, she likely had no intention whatsoever of sending me back. She seemed to believe without a doubt that she had the upper hand.

"Let's see... shall I start by removing that mask?"

She took something out from her bosom.

It looked like a large magnifying glass.

When she peered at me through the magnifying glass, she staggered back and her face turned bright red.

"My goodness, my goodness, my goodness...! How can such a man exist? That's not human beauty...!"

I had a terrible suspicion. If it had the function I imagined, it was an item that should never exist. I asked the woman who was jumping up and down frantically:

"That magnifying glass, is it a magical tool capable of seeing through things?"

"You recognize it? It's a masterpiece I've never shown to anyone. My pride and joy."

"I see..."

"Anyway, what luck! What would it feel like to preserve such a person's mind with magic and make him my lover who desires only me... Forget research, I could just lock myself away all day... hehe..."

While her lecherous desires were none of my business, the magical tool she possessed was a different matter. If by any chance that fell into Serin's hands, it was clear that an unmanageable disaster would follow.

So, with the gravity of a life-threatening situation, I resolved to destroy it.

I immediately put this into action.

"You said you couldn't send me back if I knew and spoke about it."

"Of course. Don't worry, I'll cherish you for life."

"...To quote your words, now that I've heard this, I'm afraid I can't let you go either."

"What?"

While the woman was uttering her dumbfounded response, I charged at her with all my might.

Boom!

A single powerful step created a crack in the floor. The woman, whose physical abilities were merely those of an ordinary person, lost her balance and fell backward before she could even be surprised.

"Ugh...?!"

Taking advantage of the opening, I successfully crushed the magnifying glass in her hand. But that wasn't the end of the matter.

"This magical tool, you didn't make just one, did you? Where are the rest?"

"Well, I'll tell you if you kiss me."

"..."

They say that when you dabble in black magic, your own mind gets corrupted first, and the woman before me was living proof. In this situation, the mentally ill woman demanding a kiss was steadily reaching for my mask.

"Just once is enough. One deep kiss. Hmm? Or shall we switch roles? I could be your slave, serving in your bedroom. That would be fine too..."

The woman's face, as she rambled on, showed lust that had reached its limit of endurance. By this point, I was the one who felt awkward despite having subdued her. She showed no signs of willingly confessing.

"Haah... mmm... what should I do... But I'm a high-quality woman, aren't I? I'm still a virgin. The men at the mansion are all wimpy and don't have the perverted taste for test subjects... Ah, but you're an exception, right?"

Until then, I had only felt that dealing with her was difficult.

Until she uttered her next words.

"Hmm, perhaps you have another woman? For a man like you, that's fine. Then... forget about being the legal wife, how about I become your concubine?"

"..."

Snap.

The sound of something breaking echoed.

Concubine.

The moment she uttered that concept with her vulgar face and words, the blue sky I had witnessed at age five overlapped with the present.

The image of my mother's corpse—who had been boasting about her thin purse while trying to buy me skewers, only to end up being crushed head-first under carriage wheels—filled my vision vividly.

That day when I still didn't know what normalcy was.

That day when I didn't know Rodrick and Eshtiel.

When the scenery of that day faded after a long time, I finally properly saw the dimly lit corridor spread out before me.

I lowered my gaze.

The woman who had been craving lust just moments ago was pinned beneath me.

It was the corpse of the black magician who had died instantly with a broken neck.

Only then did I realize.

The snapping sound I had heard was the evidence that the woman's neck had broken.

"Haah..."

I slowly composed myself and stood up.

I felt no guilt for the killing.

But because I had momentarily lost my reason, remorse washed over me.

"My mother was a villain hated by everyone..."

She had slaughtered countless people.

All for the power to manipulate the empire.

Thus, she met a fitting end for her evil deeds, losing her life pushed by numerous malicious intentions.

The same applied to me, her child.

Living as a rat in the slums, Eshtiel being born as an outcast at the cold washing place—all of it was the punishment inscribed in our bloodline.

"So the child of the deposed emperor shouldn't be like this..."

I shouldn't be angry about the death of my blood relative.
I have no right to be sad about it.
If the world laughs, I should laugh along.

That must be the minimum atonement I should fulfill as I live.

"Huh...!"

Just as I was closing the eyelids of the lifeless woman.

Several black magicians discovered me and let out exclamations.

"Are you taking advantage of Lord Rastali's absence?!"

Rastali.

The name of the magician who had reached the pinnacle at the mansion of magicians located in the kingdom. I remembered him because I had been briefly introduced at the banquet that was interrupted thanks to the noble lady.

"Yes... that will do..."

There was no need to submit evidence about black magicians to the royal palace.


First, I would annihilate them all, and later, the kingdom's investigators could search the magician's mansion.

After all, this space and the evidence they left behind couldn't grow legs and run away.

"What is... that?!"
"Smoke...? Fog...?"
"Counter-attack for now!"

Dark clouds rose from around me.

As the cool dark clouds embraced me and infiltrated the corridor, they deployed magical formations.

Though they were black magicians, they had plenty of useful magic besides mental manipulation. For instance, creating huge fireballs or controlling the ground.

Drip. Drip drip. Pitter-patter.

Raindrops fell unexpectedly in the enclosed corridor.

The thin streams of rain multiplied into a downpour.

Rumble... CRASH!

In an instant, the corridor that had been covered in darkness flashed with bright light.

The lives of the collective that had been manipulating people's minds faded away in that manner.

◇

Boom, CRASH!

A thunderous sound reverberated throughout the magician's mansion.

Parlo, whose face had been caved in like minced meat in a short time, twitched his limbs. Despite only letting out small screams when attacked by Serin, his face now showed clear dismay.

Beep.

At that moment, Kanarin's eyes focused on the empty air. She had heard a familiar sound effect.

[System restoration complete.]
[Update in progress.]
[30%... 70%... 100%]

Ding!

[User: Kanarin Rupenter's system establishment complete.]
[Loading current main quest.]

Crackle!

[Loading failed.]

"...What?"

Kanarin groaned in disbelief. The status window, which had supposedly been perfectly restored, had encountered an error within 3 seconds.

[Causality is being adjusted.]
[Emergency notice: Main quest changed.]

"What on earth is happening...?!"

Kanarin muttered in astonishment at this unprecedented phenomenon.

Main quests were typically structured in a way that allowed for multiple paths to the same goal.

For example, if the quest was to maintain 10 cows on a farm where 10 cows were dying, then whether Kanarin treated the cows or bought 10 new ones, the result would be the same—quest cleared.

No matter what events occurred during the process, the main quest had never changed before.

"This can't be..."

Ding!

[Main Quest Alert!]
[Main Quest: Search for Black Magician's Clues -> Main Quest: Royal Palace Battle]
[Existing main quest route deleted.]
[400,000pt awarded as compensation.]
[Final quest has been moved up.]

Crack, rumble...

Cracking walls and falling pieces of asbestos signaled impending collapse. Additionally, a faint smell of burning wafted through the air. It seemed that flames were blazing somewhere inside the mansion.

As a result, numerous black magicians rushed out from the opposite side. If they engaged in a war of attrition now, they would be buried under the collapsing mansion.

Kanarin's decision was swift.

"Open point shop. Sort parallel ability list!"

[Loading information from parallel worlds.]
[What would you like to purchase?]

"Saint Yashasmisha's one-time portal creation ability. With a 200-meter range!"

[Calculating points based on distance.]
...
[2,000pt will be deducted.]

After the system's notification appeared in the air.

Particles of light gathered from the void onto Kanarin's palm. The light particles carved the shape of a small cube. Then Kanarin broke it and scattered it like powder.

Swoosh.

The air rippled.

Beyond the circular ripple, like a serene pond, a new landscape appeared. It was the dense forest surrounding the magician's mansion.

"Luca! Serin! Jump in quickly!"

"But Rahilt is still...!"

"You know better than anyone that he'll be fine!?"

"..."

Serin trembled as she clenched her fist tightly.

Her nails dug into her skin, drawing blood.

Kanarin was right. Knowing this, but still finding the black magicians detestable and worried about Rahilt, she found it hard to move her feet.

"Hurry, Serin!"

"Ugh...!"

Now was the time to follow Kanarin's directive. Having made this final decision, Serin jumped into the rippling space with the others.

But halfway through the portal, Serin paused and roared:

"I sincerely hope you can kill me today."

Then. The pronouncement from her twisted lips was raw anger itself.

"If you can't, I will surely kill every last one of you!!!"

At her thunderous voice that echoed throughout the entire mansion, pure fear settled in the eyes of the black magicians.

Next ChapterIt was a scene that defied the laws of nature.

Dark clouds continuously multiplied from the crumbling Mansion of the Sorcerer. As if riding an updraft, thick black clouds piled layer upon layer in the sky above the mansion.

Swoooosh...

A downpour began.

The fire at the Mansion of the Sorcerer, which had seemed ready to consume everything, was extinguished with disappointing ease. Serin and her companions stared in astonishment at the mansion, witnessing a power that seemed to manipulate natural laws at will.

"How is that possible..."

Kanarin muttered, dumbfounded.

The group had landed in a forest 200 meters away from the Mansion of the Sorcerer, as Kanarin had intended with her spell. This area was still a clear, lush forest.

Meanwhile, as if deliberately targeted, thick black clouds gathered specifically around the airspace above the Mansion of the Sorcerer.

Even though Kanarin hadn't directly experienced the original work, she could easily guess how the world of "Taming the Child of Abolition" had met its end.

"Let me ask, is that... Rahilt's doing?"

Luca looked back and forth between Kanarin and Serin.

In truth, Luca had known about Kanarin's status window and possession circumstances since childhood, so he was certain they would have some answers. Serin and Kanarin confirmed his certainty with nods.

"I'm speechless. That's beyond what's possible with magic."

Controlling weather phenomena was already close to the realm of gods.
If not that, then it belonged to the domain of dragons that circulate the world or divine beasts born of miracles—beings that transcend the norms of the material world.

"It makes me grateful that he's a good person..."

"From what I've heard, he had a terribly unhappy childhood... Whoever raised him, I think he might have saved the world without us even knowing."

Serin readily agreed with Kanarin and Luca's sentiments.
Her father-in-law was an educational genius who had raised the precious Child of Abolition.

"Rian..."

Through the pouring rain, Rahilt was nowhere to be seen. Was he wandering around the Mansion of the Sorcerer, which had stopped collapsing, thanks to spatial magic? Serin's fingernails were being bitten nervously, like a child experiencing separation anxiety and compulsion.

After repeatedly pushing past the limits of her patience, Serin wiggled her toes. Soon, her body grew hot with anticipation, and she finally took a step toward the Mansion of the Sorcerer.

Just one step.

It was when she had taken just that single step.

Rahilt gradually revealed himself from the front of the Mansion of the Sorcerer.

Red bloodstains seeped into the dirt, washing away with the downpour. Like a rain-soaked stray dog, water dripped mercilessly from him, yet the bloodstains wouldn't easily wash away. It was a horrific scene that showed just how many black magicians Rahilt had eliminated.

His cold mask turned toward Serin's group.

Kanarin and Luca flinched. Despite recognizing him as an ally, Rahilt's mask seemed unsettling at that moment. The emotionless mask seemed to hide any trace of humanity he possessed.

Only Serin was different.

She approached Rahilt without hesitation as he came closer, scattering raindrops. Their reunion took place at the boundary between clear and dark skies.

"...Serin."

Rahilt was the first to speak.

"I'm sorr—"

"What's this?"

Interrupting Rahilt's apology, Serin reached out to his shoulder.

"You're soaked through. All wet. You should have prepared a raincoat..."

Serin brushed off Rahilt's shoulders. The bloodstains he hadn't managed to clean were washed away cleanly with the water droplets.

"Look at your hair, all matted down from the rain. Your clothes are completely soaked too, which must feel uncomfortable. And with that mask on, your face must feel even more stifling."

"...I..."

"It's fine, don't apologize and don't make excuses. Rian must have had his reasons. I told that black magician... what was his name? That the mouth is the source of all trouble."

"Yes, you did say that."

"He must have misused his mouth to make you this angry."

"..."

"Honestly, from the moment Rian disappeared, I was planning to kill them all anyway, so it doesn't matter. As long as we reach our destination, the path doesn't matter."

Serin stared at the Mansion of the Sorcerer. Just then, a limping black magician crawled out through the main entrance.

Glancing at him, Serin flicked a pebble from the ground with her foot, then kicked it hard when it reached the right height.

Thwack!

The pebble fragment flew like a meteor and hit the black magician's ankle bone. He grabbed his twisted ankle and screamed in pain. From the looks of it, there was significant bleeding above the ankle bone.

"Let's go, Rian. They say all the knowledgeable black magicians are at the palace. With their base destroyed, they'll have nowhere to run."

"Are you saying they've taken over the palace?"

"Probably."

As their conversation continued, Rahilt had many questions he wanted to ask.


How did she know the weather change caused by Pou was his power?
Was she disappointed that he had lost control of himself so recklessly?
Did she find him repulsive now?

Rahilt swallowed his questions.

He simply decided to trust Serin.

He had no right to interrogate her, and they weren't in a situation where they could leisurely exchange questions and answers.

So, Rahilt silently joined Serin and the others.

Meanwhile, Kanarin was looking at the main quest in her status window and thinking.

'What kind of being is this Child of Abolition...'

[Main Quest: Palace Defense Battle]
[Overview: The black magician group has seized the palace after detecting a fatal crisis. If left unchecked, mental contamination will spread throughout the kingdom. Defeat all the executive black magicians within the time limit.]
[Time Limit: 48:00:00]
[Warning: Critical damage to the palace increases the possibility of contamination source spreading.]

The existence of Rahilt had drastically accelerated the main quest. Even in the original work that Kanarin had read, the confrontation with black magicians at the palace was a scene positioned in the very final stages. That climax had arrived in one fell swoop.

'We need to purify the palace within two days. Excluding the method of recklessly destroying it like the Mansion of the Sorcerer...'

From the beginning, the palace was populated with many humans unrelated to black magic. If a scenario like the Mansion of the Sorcerer were to repeat, innocent humans would be massacred as well.

"...We need to go to the palace."

"Has the main quest appeared?"

"Yes, somehow the end seems to be approaching."

"That's welcome news."

If they could eliminate them quickly, that would be ideal. From the moment they provoked Rahilt with pure malice, the extermination of the black magicians became a foregone conclusion.

While Serin was burning with determination, Luca patted Rahilt's shoulder.

"Well done, Rahilt. They were scum who deserved to die anyway, so it's good we saved time. Though I'm a bit disappointed I didn't get to show off my skills."

Luca felt pathetic for having momentarily viewed Rahilt with unease. That's why he spoke more playfully than usual.

Rahilt silently nodded.

He understood it was Luca's way of being considerate, so he didn't add anything further.

"Let's go."

Somehow, his steps felt a little lighter as Luca pushed him forward.

◇

The sky above the palace, which they reached by hurriedly driving a carriage, was ashen.

Despite it not being a time when dark clouds should gather or the day should darken, the color of the sky was murky. This eerie phenomenon worsened as they got closer to the palace at the center from the Mansion of the Sorcerer on the outskirts of the capital.

It seemed that black magic contaminated not only the mind but even the clear sky.

"Black magic is spreading through the air like dust."

Luca explained succinctly.

"It seems they've released an unacceptably vast amount of magic. If this becomes widespread, the mental contamination of the kingdom's people will accelerate."

"How is that possible? With this much, it should have been impossible not to detect it early."

Serin expressed a reasonable doubt. Even Kanarin, who had read the original work, couldn't identify the source of contamination.

"Just having a mature divine beast on guard would unconditionally purify all black magic. So originally, there shouldn't have been much reason to search..."

In other words, in the original work, the female protagonist and the divine beast acted as a cheat, making the location of the contamination source unimportant.

"The problem is that even when we searched, we couldn't find it. We looked in all sorts of secret places in the palace but found nothing, and I was also complacent thinking we just needed to follow the main quest..."

Serin understood from a reader's perspective.

Few protagonists were proactive in works featuring status windows.

When the status window presents a quest, the protagonist faithfully completes it and gradually becomes stronger. There can be no errors in this system. Therefore, most protagonists show a dependent attitude toward the status window. Kanarin would have been no exception.

"Looking back, I was incredibly careless... We brought this upon ourselves, so I'm sorry, Serin. And Lord Rahilt."

"I don't blame you. There's no point regretting the past now. With so many of us gathered, we should be able to handle it."

"I have no complaints either."

Encouraged by Serin and Rahilt's reassurance, Kanarin discreetly wiped away a tear. Watching this from the side, Luca thanked them on her behalf.

"Thank you both for helping Kanarin. I'll make sure the kingdom provides some compensation for this matter. How about a duke title in our kingdom for Rahilt?"

"..."

For an instant, Serin's eyes lost focus as if they were deep abysses. Her expression, devoid of any trace of emotion, was eerily colorless.

For no reason, the Mansion of the Sorcerer flashed through Luca's mind. Particularly, her action of crushing a black magician's lower body with a casually kicked pebble.

In the suddenly chilled atmosphere, Kanarin pinched Luca's thigh hard. Only then did Luca come to his senses and frantically waved his hands.

"Ahaha...! Of course, I've never once thought that my friend would harbor such worldly desires! Looking back, one Rupenter duchy is enough, right? Right..."

"Sigh... this idiot..."


Kanarin grimaced and clutched her head beside him.

Meanwhile, Serin, whose focus had returned, gave a subtle glance to Rahilt.

"Are you interested, Rian? A duke title in the kingdom."

"No. Everything I value is in the Empire."

As long as Rodrick and Eshtiel—the two people he could call family—were in the Empire, Rahilt had no intention of leaving.

Additionally,

'Being far away from Serin... I think it would be hard to adjust now.'

At some point, it had become difficult to imagine a daily life without Serin.

From some time, he had been so thoroughly steeped in her warm presence that it seemed indelible.

If one were to make an analogy, Serin's existence was like inertia.

Just as the body wants to move forward even if you close your eyes tightly and try to stop,
even if she suddenly disappeared from his daily life, the lingering echoes of memories would remain to torment him for a long time.

"Hmm..."

Serin let out a satisfied hum.

"Did you hear that clearly? Second Prince."

Serin's fingers slipped between Rahilt's, intertwining with his.

Proudly displaying their firmly locked hands, she declared:

"Don't even think about it, no matter how the world might turn upside down."

He's my man.

That desperate and obsessive protective instinct blazed from Serin's blue eyes.

Luca could only provide the expected answer while hiding his cold sweat.

"Haha... of course...!"

Luca sensed a life-threatening danger that couldn't even be compared to black magicians.

Clap!

Kanarin clapped her hands to dispel the awkward atmosphere. She was observing the deserted bustling district through the carriage window.

"Let's walk from here."

The black energy swirling from the palace was close enough to be clearly visible.

There was no room for disagreement.

They quickly got out of the carriage. Kanarin, who stepped onto the ground first like a guide, handed the coachman a paper filled with writing.

"This is a contract promising to pay your living expenses for the next 20 years in a lump sum two days from now. Thank you for risking your life to drive the carriage. I hope you leave the capital quickly before getting involved."

"That was the contract?!"

"I thought you were a servant of the duchy with tremendous loyalty...?"

"This is... somewhat surprising."

These were the reactions of Luca, Serin, and Rahilt in order.

They all seemed to agree that it was quite remarkable for a coachman to make such a deal with a duchess in this situation.

The coachman bowed respectfully, released one of the horses, and turned his back on the palace.

"Let's start making our way in."

Kanarin, the protagonist chosen by the status window, declared from the front.

As if influenced by her momentum, everyone's steps turned toward the palace.

'...Strange.'

This was Rahilt's impression.

'Something feels off...'

Rahilt couldn't fully deduce the reason for this discomfort. Soon, he shook off the distracting thoughts from his mind.

It was a fatal mistake made by the entire group.

The reason for the discomfort—the absence of tension.

No matter what happened, Rahilt was there.

The strongest being who possessed the power to destroy the world alone was standing guard.

The presence of just one person created an asymmetrical tilt in their fighting power.

Thus, they approached the task of eliminating the black magicians assuming failure was the remotest possibility.

Not knowing how foolish this misconception was.

They moved forward toward the monochrome future they would soon face.

Next Chapter*Ding!*

[Dungeon: Entering the Palace Consumed by Twilight.]
[User: Wishing good luck to Kanarin Rupenter.]

Kanarin looked around the palace grounds where she had just set foot.

Twilight.

It was the perfect expression for what she was witnessing.

The current palace was like another world where shadows intertwined and expanded their territory.

The once lush grass now fluttered weakly in the wind, withered and lifeless. The earth had lost its original greenness and turned black. Meanwhile, something towering like a majestic spire was spreading black powder into the atmosphere.

"Open inventory."

Numerous menus appeared in midair. Kanarin placed her finger on an item depicting a long spear.

*Ziiing-!*

Suddenly, particles of light rose from thin air and reconstructed themselves. The object with a gleaming tip and elongated form was unmistakably a spear.

[Lv.25 Frost Spear]

Kanarin skillfully grabbed the item she had collected through her status window.
Cold air lingered at the tip of the summoned spear, freezing the surrounding atmosphere.

"What an amazing ability..."

Rahilt spoke softly.

The three people familiar with the status window took it in stride, but from Rahilt's perspective, it was nothing short of an extraordinary trick. However, Kanarin couldn't help but let out a small laugh.

"From my perspective, I'd like to return those exact words to you..."

There was no point in receiving admiration from someone who was like a walking weapon of mass destruction. The more Kanarin recalled what had happened at the Mansion of the Sorcerer, the more insignificant she felt.

'It was good that I brought Serin along.'

Not only was Serin powerful, but getting Rahilt as a bonus was a divine move. Someone who could single-handedly complete the main quest if they wanted to.

Kanarin swallowed her satisfaction and offered some words of caution.

"Lord Rahilt. Please don't destroy the palace like you did with the Mansion of the Sorcerer. If we disturb it carelessly, the spread of mental contamination could accelerate."

"Then why are the black sorcerers protecting the palace? I thought their goal would be achieved if they destroyed it themselves..."

Rahilt raised a reasonable question. Luca, who knew sorcerers well, answered in her place.

"They need to be alive to achieve their goals. If this much magical power were to explode and be released, no one would survive, right?"

"So 'no way back' wasn't just a figure of speech."

Rahilt nodded in understanding.

'...Even setting aside the issue of magical power, causing another commotion would be problematic.'

Many innocent people still remained in the palace. Acting recklessly would cost their lives too.

Just as Rahilt acknowledged the brief warning—

*Snap!*

Luca snapped his fingers.

As if responding to the sound, the earth moved.

Stones and soil clustered together like sharp awls, as if possessing their own will.

Luca delicately controlled his magical power to create a straight path.

"First, one."

*Swoosh!*

A sound of piercing air.

Following the magical path he had created, a sharp earthen awl flew.

It was an attack of modest range, but it was fast and fierce. In the blink of an eye, the earthen awl pierced the chest of a hidden black sorcerer.

The black sorcerer died without even having time to scream.

That was the signal for battle to begin.

"The Duke's daughter and the Second Prince have appeared!"
"The Imperial Princess has been confirmed as well!"
"Identifying who destroyed the mansion is our top priority!"

They apparently didn't know yet that Rahilt was the one who collapsed the mansion. It happened so quickly that reporting it was impossible.

"Raise the barrier!"

As soon as the command was given, a pitch-black storm arose. It was a kind of optical illusion caused by the surge of magical power.

*Rumble...*


Magical power from dozens of people surged up. The ground quickly rose, forming a massive earthen wall.

As a sorcerer, Luca thought the black sorcerers' magical power was quite impressive. While walking the path of apostasy might be a shortcut to power, achieving such results was never easy.

'Well... but this is just cheap stalling at best.'

It was exactly as Luca predicted.

"Rian!"

"Yes, Serin."

Rahilt and Serin's eyes met. The two attacked the earthen wall simultaneously as if they had rehearsed it.

"Haaaah!"

*Crash!*

Serin's kick and Rahilt's fist struck with tremendous force.

Each of them possessed dragon power unparalleled in the world. There was no way the earthen wall, merely formed with magical power, could withstand it.

*Boom!*

It wasn't the sound of cracking, but the roar of an exploding bomb. The earthen wall literally burst in an instant, collapsing and producing a massive cloud of dust.

"Now...!"

Kanarin rushed toward the interior of the palace, using the dust cloud as cover.

*Whoosh!*

Her figure quickly emerged from the obscuring dust.

Kanarin charged toward the entrance of the main palace where numerous black sorcerers were positioned.

"Eek...!"
"Die!"

The black sorcerers reacted quickly. They swiftly conjured simple spells. However, they soon had to doubt their own eyes.

"She disappeared...?"

After a moment of confusion, a sorcerer at the rear urgently shouted.

"Above!"

Using her spear as a pole, Kanarin had leaped high and was now observing them from the air. They tried to redirect their magical paths, but the golden opportunity had long passed.

"Skill activation - Celestial Maiden's Dance!"

[Assist Mode activated.]
[User: Correcting Kanarin Rupenter's movements.]

*Whirl!*

Her body spun rapidly. The Frost Spear that had been on the ground danced wildly following Kanarin's movements. The moisture in the air condensed, drawing beautiful lines along the spear's trajectory.

"Urgh..."

Their blood froze from the cold, preventing bleeding. Instead, their skin necrotized, gradually consuming their lives.

By the time she landed, the entrance to the main palace was wide open.

"Wow..."

Serin approached with her mouth agape.

"That's insane, Sister Narin, shouting your skill name was so cool..."

"Honestly, I agree."

"I... honestly don't quite understand, but if Serin and Luca say so, then it must be true."

In response to the rest of the party's reactions, Kanarin writhed in embarrassment.

"T-this is unavoidable!!! The skill only activates this way... ugh..."

Kanarin was convinced that mental contamination from allies and the status window was more serious than from black sorcerers.
Especially Rahilt's earnestness in trying to acknowledge something he clearly didn't understand kept pressing her embarrassment button.

"L-let's go, everyone. Quickly!"

Even as she tried to brush it off, the admiration once started wouldn't easily stop.

"Rian, should I try shouting too? Like '900-degree back flip!' or something."

"Serin would definitely look cool."

Kanarin became increasingly annoyed not only with the excited Serin but also with Rahilt who immediately agreed.

"No, Lord Rahilt. Didn't you say you didn't understand?!"

"..."

Rahilt pressed his lips together for a moment, then reluctantly spoke as if doing her a favor.


"I think... it would be... cool..."

"No, forget it. I'll just die of embarrassment..."

Kanarin rubbed her face in frustration at the rising sense of defeat. Luca gave her a thumbs up.

"You're the coolest to me! Kanarin!"

"Please shut up, Luca! Ugggh..."

When Kanarin showed genuine distress, the three looked away in different directions.

"L-let's go, Rian."

"...We have a long way to go."

"Yeah, Kanarin. This isn't the time for this, right?"

"Hah..."

Why was Luca the most annoying? Kanarin shook off the lingering question and stood up.

"I'll let it go for now..."

Regaining her composure, Kanarin pushed open the doors to the main palace.

*Ding!*

[Dungeon: Palace Consumed by Twilight - Entering the Main Palace.]
[Main Quest progress has increased.]
[8500pt awarded as a reward.]

The reward was substantial just for entering. It wasn't for nothing that this was the final part of the main quest.

As Kanarin stepped forward with inner satisfaction, Luca extended his arm to stop her.

"Wait, there are many traps."

"What kind of traps are you referring to?"

Serin asked.

"Mainly magical traps that respond to stimuli. The most common type inflicts damage when stepped on."

"Putting landmines in a palace... these people are insane."

After Serin's cursing, Luca's advice continued.

"The three of you except me need to be careful. While I and the black sorcerers can fight in place..."

"We need to move around on foot?"

"Correct, Kanarin."

Serin sighed lightly at the conclusion.

"It seems those who fight on foot are at a disadvantage everywhere..."

"Indeed."

Serin and Kanarin, who had experienced PvP games in the modern world, shared a feeling of camaraderie. It was frustrating to be surrounded by sorcerers on all sides.

Luca cleared his throat and advised:

"I'll handle trap detection, so please follow me closely. If there's combat in between, I'll try to cover you as much as possible."

"Is Luca... actually an incredibly talented sorcerer?"

"You're just realizing that now?"

Though aware that Rahilt's question might be impolite, Luca confidently puffed out his chest.

Serin could immediately understand this from a reader's perspective.

"Well... it happens. Like when you somehow save an extra character from the original work, and they turn out to be someone with tremendous talent."

"Yeah, a common cliché."

"Pfft..."

"Hehe..."

Serin and Kanarin giggled as they shared a private conversation.

They seemed relaxed despite being in the middle of enemy territory.

It was because they had gained confidence after easily subduing the black sorcerers at the palace gate.

At that moment, they didn't know.

What the consequences of that confidence would bring.

What disaster it would call forth.

The moment of their realization was approaching by the second.

Next ChapterI felt an inexplicable discomfort and tilted my head in confusion.

Since entering the palace, this discomfort had been steadily growing. Not only that, but it was spreading from my heart to my head like a burning fuse.

"Aaaaargh!"
"For a new world..."
"Lord Rastali..."

The black mages' screams kept ringing in my ears. A viscous liquid coated my hands, giving off the thick scent of blood.

Kanarin's spear blade ravaged the enemy while Serin's monstrous strength demolished every obstacle in their path. Behind these two women, Luca provided solid support with various spells.

"It seems there's no source of contamination in the banquet hall."

"I didn't expect to find anything at this point... I guess we have no choice but to capture Rastali, the leader of the black mages, and interrogate him."

Serin and Kanarin expressed their disappointment. I stared blankly as their opinions converged on capturing Rastali.

That's when Serin suddenly turned her attention to me.

"Rian."

"Did you call for me?"

"Yes. You seem to have an unpleasant expression."

I gasped at Serin's words and touched my face. When I hurriedly checked, my rigid mask was still firmly in place. When Serin mentioned my expression, I thought it might have slipped without my knowledge.

"Ha... really."

Serin chuckled at my flustered reaction. Though the time and place weren't appropriate, it was an understandable response.

"How can someone so big be this cute?"

"Ugh."

I was embarrassed.

My thoughts had been slow because I was distracted by the mysterious discomfort. That's why I made a mistake I wouldn't normally make.

This was the heart of enemy territory, where I should never let my guard down.

What was scattering my mental focus like this?

I asked the still giggling Serin:

"How did you know my expression was bad?"

To my question, Serin answered lightly, as if no explanation was necessary.

"Have I only seen Rian's eyes once or twice? I'm not an amateur—how could I not notice?"

"Hmm."

I let out a groan.

Even though I knew it was an absurd statement, it was somewhat frightening because I felt Serin might actually be capable of it.

Would she notice every time I made a foolish face from now on?

While I was worrying about the future, the duchess and Luca were looking at us with slightly disgusted expressions.

"That's not normally possible, is it...?"

"I don't know... Serin is starting to scare me more and more."

I silently agreed with the duchess's words.

When my eyes rolled toward Serin's direction, she detected my gaze like a ghost and turned her head toward me.

She possessed a monstrous quality that made me feel like I would be bound to her for life.

"... Let's continue the search."

The discomfort seemed to have subsided slightly, perhaps because the atmosphere had been refreshed momentarily.

The rest of the party also ended their brief rest and moved away from the banquet hall.

'... Haah.'

Throb, throb.

A headache persistently tormented me.

Along with the discomfort that clung to the surface of my skin.

For reasons I couldn't understand.

The pain that had been lingering in my head seemed to be spreading down my throat and into my chest.

Enough to ache.

◇

The Imperial Palace of the Bellonin Empire.

Emperor Harum Literion, the ruler and conqueror of the era, was walking hurriedly while clutching his pounding heart.

Bang!

The door opened with such force it bordered on rudeness.

Having finally reached the audience chamber, he shouted:

"Is the content of the report truly accurate?"

"Well..."

The prime minister of the Carnar Kingdom, who was still staying in the empire, trembled. He had a premonition that today he might not be able to guarantee his life.

'I have no regrets, but before those eyes, my resolve is being trampled...'

What remained in the emperor's eyes was unmistakable fury.

It was the heart of a father worried about his only daughter.

'Second Prince... Duchess... You must hurry.'

Black skies were visible even in the empire, indicating the prevalence of corrupted magical power. Surely something had gone wrong.

The prime minister of the Carnar Kingdom was one of the few people who knew all about Luca and Kanarin's plan. That's why he had agreed to the duchess's request that Princess Seriniel's help was absolutely necessary. That was the reason why the prime minister himself had delivered the letter.

"Your lord—my friend who studied with me at the Academy—is in a semi-puppet state, and most of the court officials are pawns of the black mages. Are you telling me you knew all this and still concealed it? Going so far as to make me send my daughter to your country?"

The emperor's roar erupted.

"Don't be ridiculous!!!"

Many ministers were present, but not one dared to even think of opening their lips.

"This is a blood-boiling insult and humiliation. Do you truly believe you can bear the weight of the crime you have committed?"

"Your Majesty...! Though my words may not offer any comfort, the Second Prince and the Duchess are strong individuals. They would never endanger the Princess's safety..."

"Shut your mouth!"

"...!"

Indeed, the prime minister was a loyal servant of the kingdom.

Even while receiving the emperor's fury that would make an ordinary person faint immediately, he maintained the conversation before the emperor.

In reality, the prime minister was barely holding onto his consciousness, unable to even wipe away the cold sweat flowing down his face.

"Take this man to the underground prison right now..."

Just as the harsh imperial order was about to fall.

Bang!

The door to the audience chamber was once again opened with forceful rudeness.

The emperor's fury subsided momentarily as he saw the woman approaching from beyond the door.

"You."

The emperor called out to his companion in bewilderment. The empress nodded and walked past the prime minister to the emperor's side.

"Calm down, Harum."

"How can I calm down? Seriniel is now..."

"No matter what anyone says, she's your daughter."

Then she added:

"And my daughter too."

The emperor understood the meaning well.

Seriniel was a strong child, reminiscent of his stone lotus. She was not the kind to be held back by mere black mages.

Nevertheless, the emperor's heart was in turmoil because he was worried.

Though his companion's intervention had calmed him somewhat, that was all.

A father's concern couldn't simply disappear.

"Huu..."

The emperor let out a heavy sigh.


"I withdraw the order."

At those words, the prime minister's fear subsided somewhat.

When he looked up at the throne with a slightly hopeful observation, he almost collapsed at the sight of the emperor's unyielding gaze.

"Instead."

The conqueror of the continent declared:

"Two days."

"... Pardon?"

"If there are no signs of resolution within two days... I will personally set foot in the kingdom."

Even if there were to be any sacrifices.

No matter what awaited him.

He would face it all head-on.

Even if it meant one-sided annihilation, washing blood with blood.

◇

The duchess cut through the blazing flames to create a path. Serin sprinted along the cleared way. She climbed the stairs of solidified air created by Luca and focused on her target.

A group of black mages in formation. In the center was positioned their executive.

A skilled individual who had repeatedly thwarted Luca and the duchess.

They had lost evidence they had almost secured and were often hindered during battles.

"Hyah!"

Serin extended her foot.

However, her attack drew a futile trajectory and failed to reach them.

An application of the spatial magic used at the Mansion of the Sorcerer. It was a technique that slightly twisted space for self-protection.

"Rian!"

Serin called my name with familiarity. In response, I jumped onto the top of her foot as she fell from the air.

Whoosh!

Using her kick as propulsion, I flew toward them like a bullet. They hadn't expected this, and terror descended upon their faces.

"Huk...!"

As they swallowed empty breaths in fear.

Throb-!

'Ugh...?'

For a moment, my vision blurred.

My body lost strength, and I began flailing in midair.

It took only an instant to regain my senses.

As soon as I regained consciousness, I moved my eyes frantically.

One. Two. Six. Seven.

The approximate number of black mages in sight.

Although they were merely a front line put forward as meat shields, I had no choice but to deal with them after making a mistake.

Swish.

I concentrated my pou.

I stepped firmly on the pou that I had solidified to exactly the size of my foot. Of course, they couldn't see the pou from their perspective.

Shrill screams echoed as I moved in a way that utterly defied the laws of physics.

"Heuk...!"

A flashing blade as I ran counter to gravity.

The weapon lent to me by the duchess was being dyed a savage red.

Crack.

The blade cracked. It couldn't withstand the use even though I had merely swung it.

Clang!

With the final strike, the sword shattered into pieces, sending fragments flying. Despite being far away, many were hit by the flying fragments.

"Haa... Huu..."

My breathing was rough.

It was strange.

Even I was bewildered by my breathing becoming rough for the first time in my life. It felt as if some strange change was occurring in my body. It was frustrating that I couldn't determine whether it was a good change or a bad one.

If someone could see into my mind, they might find it strange.

A hundred out of a hundred would assert it was a bad change.

Yet for some reason, I couldn't declare the positivity or negativity of the change like others would.

I didn't understand. Understanding was truly impossible.

'I don't know...'

"I don't know" as an answer was forbidden.

It was a mysterious phenomenon enough to casually break the promise I had made with Rodrick.

It was while I had been lingering on the blood path for quite some time.

"It's dangerous, Rian!"

Boom!

Flames accompanied by smoke surged forward. The red flames blazed with enough force to burn objects without a trace.

"Rihart!"

Luca urgently drew up magical power to respond, but it was too late.

The flames, which seemed to be rushing along an oil path, were already before my eyes, and I couldn't regain my senses from the mysterious phenomenon.

Thump.

My heart skipped a beat.

Dark clouds gathered densely to form a shield-like shape.

It was unmistakably pou.

The pou that had emerged without my permission protected me as if it had a will of its own.

Kwaaaaa!

The intense flames were helplessly blocked and sparks flew in all directions. Only then did I turn my eyes to my companions. From a distance, Serin exhaled as if relieved.

"Rian!"

After clearing away all the black mages who had targeted me, Serin approached with a worried expression.

"What's wrong? Hm? Are you feeling unwell?"

"Not at all..."

...

......

No, it was futile to delay admission.

For the first time in my life, I uttered the most awkward sentence.

"I think... I'm not in good condition."

"Ugh..."

Serin groaned painfully. Then she grabbed my shoulder and said:

"I'll try my best. I'll help clear them all away quickly so we can go back. So... please wait for me, Rian."

Her tone was like someone trying to reassure a child.

It was pathetic for someone hired as a guard.

The situation had become so dire that she, the one I was supposed to protect, was offering to deal with the enemies for me.

But even such comfort was precious given how rapidly my condition was deteriorating.

'This... shouldn't be happening...'

While I was barely managing to stay upright, the duchess's spear pierced through her long-standing enemy.


The confined space and the fact that they had nowhere to retreat seemed to work in our favor, leading to a direct confrontation.

From the beginning, they would have employed various methods since they couldn't win in a fair fight, so this was an expected outcome.

"Rihart!"

"Sir Rihart."

Luca and the duchess, having finished the engagement, approached cautiously.

They too seemed to immediately recognize my condition, as they remained silent for a while. They appeared reluctant to suggest continuing the search, concerned that I might need rest.

"I'm... fine."

"..."

Though I tried to feign calmness, it seemed useless against Serin, who could read minds with just a glance.

Serin firmly gripped my arm and quietly asked Luca and the duchess:

"Rastali, was it? The leader of the black mages."

"Yes, that's right."

"I'm sorry, Sister Narin. I'll be leaving briefly."

"Serin?"

"Contamination source or whatever, I need to kill that bastard first. Right now."

The duchess tried to dissuade Serin, who had made up her mind.

"It's too dangerous. Not because Rastali is dangerous, but because I'm worried about ambushes and traps from hidden forces."

"I won't die. Those ambushes and traps, I'll take them all head-on."

"Even so...!"

"I will protect. The reason I live is to protect... no matter what happens, no matter what it takes..."

Serin rambled. Luca and the duchess revealed their astonishment at this dramatic change.

"Rastali..."

I'll kill him and come back. Right now.

Just after Serin spoke:

"Kuk, ahah."

A pleasant female voice was heard.

It was a woman's laughter.

"Kill me? Just because you've had some success against mere pawns?"

"Rastali...!?"

Kanarin was startled.

It was understandable, as she hadn't expected to reunite so quickly.

A checkmate situation that Rastali herself had brought about.

It was natural not to believe it easily.

"It's neither an illusion nor an auditory hallucination..."

Luca correctly discerned. The woman visible from the distant entrance was unmistakably the leader of the black mages.

"Well, I suppose this attrition warfare has gone on long enough? It seems the blonde on your side is quite tired too... Ahaha."

Rastali's mockery transformed into cold laughter in an instant.

"I'm tired of this."

She pronounced.

"The kingdom must fall into my hands by the end of today."

Rumble...

An entire floor shook. It trembled dramatically as if an earthquake had occurred.

Roooar!

Behind Rastali, black magic surged endlessly. Black particles overflowed like a waterfall, almost giving the illusion of infinity.

"Was Rastali this powerful...?"

Kanarin widened her eyes.

Even for her, who had long been at odds with the black mages, Rastali's full power seemed to be beyond expectation.

But Serin was different.

"Bullshit, showing off in front of a chrysalis."

Serin's fist clenched tightly.

She put so much strength into her ankles that the tendons became clearly visible.

Her heroic body, transcending humanity, exuded dark hatred.

She stomped on the ground.

Tang!

Before her, running like a bolt of lightning, lay a magnificent flow of black magic.

Rastali, while modulating that immense power,

"Hmm, that's right. A full-scale battle is still premature, isn't it?"

Quickly raised both hands.

Flick.

Like extinguishing a dim lantern, Rastali's black magic dissipated all too easily.

"What...?"

Serin momentarily expressed doubt.

Rastali's lips drew a curve that seemed about to tear.

Whoosh!

In an instant, the ground Serin had been stomping on disappeared without a trace.

Below the sunken floor, numerous black hands clamored.

Each twitching finger writhed as if desperately trying to violate her.

No matter how extraordinary Serin was, she didn't possess the ability to fly.

"Ah..."

As she fell helplessly, Serin tried to move her lips.

There was no way I could stand by and watch her.

Kwang!

I leaped.

With all my might.

I, who had been protected by Serin's warmth until now, jumped in.

The array of black hands approaching like bullets.

In the slowed time, as I reached out my hand, she also extended hers.

Our hands intertwined like a knot.

I threw Serin outside the deeply sunken ground.

While watching her move away, I gathered my pou.

If I used pou as a foothold, I could still escape even now.

"..."

For some reason, it wouldn't listen.

Was it karma?

Suddenly, such a thought invaded my mind.

Serin, moving away, looked at me.

"No, Rian!!!"

Feeling the persistent touch of black hands all over my body, I reached out to her.

There was no way we could reach each other.

From inside the closing floor, I watched Serin reaching out her hand until the end.

Her anguished cry etched a cold mark on my heart.

Next ChapterThe floor that had resembled the gates of hell began to close its maw. Just as it sealed completely, Serin leaped out frantically and stomped on the ground like a madwoman.

Thud. Thud. THUD!

Crack!

"Ah...!"

As the cracks in the ground widened, Serin smiled brightly. But when the floor collapsed as she had hoped, all that was visible below was the familiar scenery of the lower floor they had passed through long ago. The unknown space that had swallowed Rahilt had completely vanished.

"Rian...?"

Serin couldn't accept reality and kept looking around desperately. But there wasn't even a shadow of Rahilt to be found. When she finally grasped the situation, her eyes filled with grief.

"Haha..."

Rastali laughed.

That detestable sound sharpened Serin's hatred toward Rastali.

Her ferociously honed hatred exploded like a volcano reaching its limit.

"You fucking bastard!!!"

Serin's form vanished. Her lightning-fast movement kicked up a cloud of dust.

Reaching Rastali in an instant, she grabbed her by the throat and slammed her down.

CRASH!

"Keh... cough, hack. Wow, this is no joke. Are you really a woman?"

"Shut up, or I'll tear your face off, you bitch."

Rastali's attitude was so relaxed it made one forget she was at a disadvantage.
Meanwhile, Serin felt like she wanted to stop her violently pounding heart even if it meant breaking it.

"Where did Rian go?"

"Curious?"

"I'm asking where my person went... you piece of shit."

"You'll find out soon enough..."

Rastali avoided Serin's intense gaze while speaking playfully.

As if her words weren't just simple mockery, fog began to form all around them. Luca tried to suppress it through magical means, but it was futile.

"So his name was Rian? Looks like it's already starting."

"What did you say?"

"What else? It means he's starting to be consumed by the contaminant."

Rastali tapped the ground. More precisely, she was pointing at her shadow.

"You've worked hard finding the contaminant. While my subordinates were buying time, the magic formula for inserting the contaminant into the shadow was completed."

"..."

"So congratulations. You've earned the opportunity to witness all the filthy aspects of your lover."

To summarize the desire engraved in the contaminant: amplification of impurity.

It forcibly stimulates the wrong parts of a person and draws out their corrupted nature.

"When impurity is amplified, a person's mental world materializes and drags in everyone around them."

Serin's chest burned while her mind remained cold and calculating.

Though difficult to understand, the summary was this:

The fog surrounding them was part of the process of Rahilt's mental world materializing.

"How nice for you. You'll get to know everything about your lover."

Finally, she casually remarks:

"Though I'll pass on that."

Keeeng!

Suddenly, a magical formula activated.

Rastali's body was enveloped in bright light and lost its form.

Luca immediately deduced the nature of this strange phenomenon.

"Short warp!"

It was the highest level of spatial magic that allowed unrestricted short-distance travel.

Having hopelessly lost Rastali right before her eyes, Serin showed surprisingly no reaction. Finding this strange, Kanarin observed her closely but soon had to look away.

Blood was seeping from her mouth. She seemed to be biting the flesh inside her mouth and her tongue to control her anger. Kanarin couldn't even offer comfort in the face of such raw emotion.

"Status window open."

Kanarin skillfully touched the air as if performing a pantomime.

"Open point shop. Sort parallel ability list."

[Retrieving information from parallel worlds.]

...

......

Ding!

[Retrieval failed.]


"What...!"

Kanarin had intended to escape this unpleasant fog zone using her one-time portal creation ability, just as she had done at the Mansion of the Sorcerer.

But her plan was blocked all too easily.

[Cannot observe parallel worlds in a closed world.]

Closed world.

Given the circumstances, this must refer to Rahilt's mental world. A phenomenon incomprehensible by human common sense was occurring.

"Kanarin! Where are you? Kanarin!"

"I'm here, Luca!"

"Damn it, I can't get any closer!"

"What on earth is happening...!?"

As Kanarin and Luca floundered in the thick fog, Serin stood blankly observing the situation while berating herself.

"If only I hadn't rushed in recklessly..."

Kanarin had clearly warned her.

That even if not Rastali herself, they should be wary of surprise attacks and traps.

Ignoring that and charging in blindly had led to this mess.

Though Rahilt might be the strongest in the world, that didn't mean he had no weaknesses. In fact, she was confident that her father could physically restrain him.

Then what about mentally?

According to Rastali, the effect of the contaminant was to amplify impurity.

For ordinary humans, it might simply change their personality.

However, the problem was that Rahilt wasn't in a mentally stable state to begin with.

Rahilt, who had once lost his normalcy as a child of the dragon. Rahilt, who in the original story became increasingly broken and devastated as days passed.

It was impossible to know how the contamination would affect Rahilt. Especially on a day like today when his condition was extremely poor.

"Please... be safe... Rian..."

Just as Serin was pleading desperately.

Step.

A very soft footstep sounded. Like gently treading on lightly fallen snow.

Step, step.

A human figure appeared in the hazy fog. Judging by the flowing hair, it was a woman.

"Narin unni...?"

Step.

There was no answer.

Serin put aside her self-loathing and assumed a defensive stance. She needed to abandon carelessness and focus on driving away the black magician.

She was getting closer. The woman.

Another three or four steps and she would be completely visible.

Step.

Step, step.

...

......

Step.

"... Huh?"

Strangely, a question mark escaped her lips.

The person Serin saw was neither Kanarin nor Rastali, but a complete third party.

Moreover, someone she had already met once before.

"You are..."

Flowing, lustrous jet-black hair.
Equally deep, dark eyes like the compressed darkness of the deep sea.
A picturesque woman who perfectly suited the extremely antique dress she wore.

'It's the person I saw in Narin unni's memory link.'

The person who had shattered the status window with a single flick stood before her.

The mysterious woman smiled warmly.

[Nice to meet you.]

"Who are you...?"

[Well. I'm not sure what to call myself either...]

She smiled wryly.

[Would you like to call me unni?]

"..."

[Such a stiff child.]


It seemed she had meant it as a joke.

Serin, who couldn't afford to waste even a moment, demanded directly.

"Please tell me properly. Who you are. If you're not my enemy."

[Let me see.]

She stroked her chin as if searching through the past.

[To the common people, I am the black dragon that circulates the world. The name he gave me is Mir. And to someone, I am the first Empress of the Empire and a mother.]

Serin covered her mouth at the suddenly revealed truth.

"You're the dragon from the founding myth...?"

[That's right.]

"That means you're Rian's ancient ancestor."

[Correct.]

"Then... you gave me the wrong form of address..."

[Hmm?]

Serin neatly brought her knees together. The woman was left speechless at the elegant greeting and respectful behavior that followed.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, mother-in-law. I'm Seriniel Literion, who is seriously dating Rian with marriage in mind."

[...]

Dating? Since when? Weren't they still at a stage closer to building a friendship?

"My other name is Han Serin."

[... Ah. Um. I... see.]

The woman recalled the distant past, wondering if she had ever been this flustered before. It seemed there was no such memory except for when she was surprised by how painful human childbirth was.

[...... My daughter-in-law. Since we don't have much time, I'll have to keep this brief.]

"Please speak."

Serin regained her composure. Once she was properly prepared, the woman revealed the hidden secrets.

[I am close to being a thought that flows in the dragon's blood.]

Rahilt had particularly thick dragon blood. It was probably due to the Ancestral Regression his mother had mentioned.

That's why the woman could communicate so directly now that his mental world was materializing.

[Originally, I was going to suppress all of the child's negativity. All emotions like depravity, hatred, sadness... everything.]

She knew that the direction of the world would change depending on how a child of the dragon grew up.

Therefore, Rahilt, who was hated by the world, should never harbor negativity. The consequences would be disastrous if he did.

[How ironic. Due to human error, that child has been at risk of losing his place in the world twice.]

"... Twice, you say?"

[Yes.]

The woman began to walk.

Serin followed her as she moved confidently through the fog. As they continued walking, the woman spoke.

[As he entered the palace, evil energy invaded the child's mental world. As a mere thought, it became difficult for me to suppress the child's negativity...]

"... Ah."

Serin had many realizations.

How often had Rahilt been unable to perform at his best? If that was due to mental contamination accelerating under the influence of Black Magic, it made sense.

"... Tell me."

[Speak.]

"You mentioned earlier that Rahilt would lose his place in the world twice..."

She asks for confirmation.

"Is that about the end of the world?"

The woman didn't answer her question immediately.

Instead, she led Serin to a place beyond the fog where a clear landscape was visible.

[Judge everything for yourself.]

Ding!

[Entering hidden dungeon.]
[Dungeon: The Other Side of the Ending]
[Causality is being adjusted.]

Ding!

[Main quest changed.]
[Entering semi-final quest.]
[Main quest record deleted.]
[500000pt awarded as compensation.]

.
.

[Main Quest: Palace Battle -> Semi-Final Quest: Surviving the Original Story]

Suddenly, the world went dark.

Next ChapterWhen the darkness faded and the fog cleared completely, the scene changed.

The palace landscape that had been contaminated with malicious blackness disappeared without a trace, replaced by dirty streets covered in ash-gray.

It was a familiar street.

This was the slum scenery I had first witnessed when I saw my mother-in-law in Narin's memory link.

Just as I began to walk forward as if entranced—

Bang! Fireworks exploded.

I rushed urgently toward where the fireworks had burst. Since I ran frantically, it took little time to arrive.

The sun shone brilliantly in the azure sky. The cheers of countless people rang in my ears. A magnificent procession was passing through the avenue where people had formed parallel lines to clear the way.

It was a parade.

"Could this be...?"

A sense of déjà vu overwhelmed me.

I had been watching this parade all along.

It was an event that never missed the National Foundation Day celebrations, and as a member of the imperial family, it had been my duty to participate every year.

"It's the National Foundation Day parade..."

The strange thing was that the slums still existed.

The slums of the capital were completely rehabilitated when I was eight years old, transformed into a new district. So should I assume that this scenery is from before that time?

When my thoughts reached that point, I recalled where I was.

'Rastallido and my mother-in-law both said this is the mental world... Rahilt's mental world.'

In other words, the National Foundation Day scene I was witnessing was Rahilt's memory. It must be a memory from when Rahilt was younger than eight.

'Does that mean I can see Rahilt as a child...?'

Despite knowing this wasn't the time, excitement welled up inside me.

Rahilt's childhood, which I had never been allowed to see. Could I really witness with my own eyes what must have been the cutest period of his life?

I ran immediately.

The crowd wasn't a problem. They were all mere illusions, passing through me like ghosts.

I was worried it might take a long time to find him. But my concern proved embarrassingly unfounded.

My eyes spotted Rahilt's presence ridiculously quickly.

"Rian...!"

I found him.

Very small, with hair shorter than now.

Though his golden hair looked faded as if stained with dirt—

I knew.

It was Rahilt's color. His soft, downy hair. I immediately ran to Rahilt's side.

"Rian!"

What was he like as a child?

Were his eyes round? Were his lips plump? How did his chubby face look? Surely it couldn't have been slender even then... could it?

Finally reaching Rahilt's front.

As I bent down to stand before him, I had to narrow my eyes.

"I can't see his face..."

His shadowed face was blurry, as if covered with noise.

In modern terms, it was like a male protagonist in a visual novel.

I was so shocked that I only later noticed he was holding someone's hand.

My eyes rolled up, following the connected hands.

"Ah..."

Beautiful.

That was my impression upon seeing the woman holding young Rahilt's hand.

Her red hair, more passionate than red roses, swayed gracefully and softly despite not being properly combed.

Her fair skin, without a single blemish, seemed like cheap cosmetics would only hide her beauty rather than enhance it.

Her features, which seemed to embody all the beauty in the world, were distinct and intense.

Most striking were the woman's blue eyes.

Eyes like carved aquamarine gave me a very familiar impression.

"They look exactly like Rian's..."

The eyes, the only visible part of her masked face, were unmistakably the woman's. I was certain she was Rahilt's mother.

"So this is the deposed emperor's mistress..."

She certainly had beauty worth falling for.

Her bewitching beauty was God's masterpiece, capable of toppling a nation on its own.

'They say villainesses are beautiful as a rule, but this is extreme...'

She immediately makes the protagonist's mother look like a firefly before the full moon. Even I, with my high self-esteem, felt intimidated by her beauty.

It's hard to believe this is the beauty of a woman with a child who took on all the dirty work in the slums. I was afraid to imagine how beautiful she must have been in her prime.

'Even her angry face can be beautiful...'

The woman was having an altercation. She showed no sign of intimidation despite arguing with a fairly large man.
Her spirit was remarkable even though she had nothing left but herself. Indeed, she was a woman who once shook an entire nation.

"Ah...!"

The woman who had been shouting at the top of her lungs let out a shrill cry for the first time.

She lost her balance when the man, unable to control his temper, shoved her.

The mistress fell toward the avenue where the parade was in full swing.

Naturally, Rahilt, who was holding her hand, was dragged along.

"No...!"

At that moment, the falling mistress desperately pushed Rahilt toward the sidewalk.

The mistress smiled with relief as she confirmed Rahilt had safely collapsed onto the sidewalk. My heart stirred at her motherly expression.

The beauty that had once toppled a nation was crushed in an instant.

Crack!

A merciless ripping sound brushed my ears.

The wheel of a carriage in the parade ran over her head as she intruded onto the road.

Her skull was crushed under the merciless weight, and the beauty that had once dazzled the world faded in an instant.

Rahilt remained sitting on the sidewalk, staring at his mother. I couldn't tell what expression he was making. Damn it, I couldn't see his face.

Soon, guards dragged her corpse away somewhere.

"Good riddance."


"Finally we can sleep in peace."

The people's mockery gathered and held a knife to Rahilt's throat. I glared at their merciless words, but no one paid attention.

Of course they wouldn't. I was merely a foreign entity that had entered this memory.

Fearing he might be hurt, I tried to cover Rahilt's eyes and ears, but it was useless.

Rahilt passed through my hands like a ghost, picked up the money pouch his mother had been holding, and left.

"Rian... Rian...!"

I called out his name as he returned to the slums. But the young Rahilt never looked back.

He just trudged along, tightly clutching the jingling money pouch. He showed no reaction at all.

Shortly after, he stopped at a shelter barely held together with boards. Rahilt opened the door. The sound was terrible, like scraping rusty metal.

"This can't be..."

The interior structure was horrific. It was so dirty and cramped that I doubted how anyone could live in such a place. Insects crawled everywhere, and sharp wooden splinters protruded from the floor.

Most noticeable was a man bleeding to death.

I instinctively guessed he was the deposed emperor.

"Fuck..."

He left his last words. Resentment emanated from him as he slumped down, unable to even close his eyes properly.

Then the killers of the deposed emperor sneered.

"They say there's no debt that can't be collected."

"If we raise him well, we could make back our investment and more from women."

"The high and mighty are always more cruel. Maybe they put their education to good use."

"Enough, let's take the kid first."

Their predatory hands gradually reached out toward Rahilt. Blood rushed to my head as their hands, dripping with desire, approached Rahilt. I frantically threw punches at them, but it was futile. There was no way I could touch these illusions.

The moment of reversal came in an instant.

Black smoke rose from Rahilt's hands.

It was definitely the dark cloud he had displayed at the Mansion of the Sorcerer.

They retreated hesitantly at the clearly abnormal phenomenon, but unfortunately, the house was hopelessly cramped.

The black cloud that enveloped them took on physical force.

Crack-crack-crack.

The sound of bones breaking throughout their bodies scattered.

Simultaneously, terrible screams echoed.

At the age of five.

It was the first time he took human lives.

"Please... stop..."

It would have been better if it had ended there.

Next, the imperial personnel who had been monitoring Rahilt revealed their presence. They probably received orders to bring him to the palace now that both the deposed emperor and his mistress were dead.

I know the outcome of what follows.

Rahilt controlled the black smoke and turned all four or five of them into complete wrecks.

"..."

That was exactly where it ended.

Rahilt didn't particularly chase after the mangled men. He just crouched in his shelter, which was now packed with corpses.

"No... you shouldn't stay here..."

I don't understand. I really don't understand.

I don't understand how a child could remain so calmly in a board house filled with corpses, nor do I understand how he could not fear their revenge.

The turning point of fate inevitably approached.

From far away from where he sat motionless, a voice louder than the imperial guard's shouted thunderously.

"Where is the deposed emperor's child!"
"Gold for whoever finds him!"
"The imperial decree promises a title to whoever captures him alive!"

The slums stirred at this bolt-from-the-blue command. At that moment, the eyes of a man staring intently at Rahilt through the cracked window gradually filled with strange desire.

He approached, ignoring the surrounding carnage. It was as if his vision was numbed by desire.

"Child, won't you come with uncle? It will only take a moment..."

His seemingly gentle fingertips rippled with vile greed. Noticing this, Rahilt covered the man's face with black smoke and left his shelter.

"Found him! The deposed emperor's child!"
"To think he was holed up in the house all along...!"
"It's our mistake for not checking. Hurry after him!"

They burst with frustration. After all, what child would anyone expect to continue staying in a house full of corpses?

Rahilt ran.

He ran hard on his short infant legs, and ran again. He dashed continuously along narrow alleyways, over walls, avoiding people's gazes.

Tap, ta-dat, tap!

A man in a black uniform nimbly flew through the air. With alarming jumping power, he caught up with Rahilt in an instant. He was a face I knew.

He didn't yet have the scar across his face, and unlike now, he looked quite young.

"I won't let you escape, child of the deposed emperor!"

The chase began.

His pace gradually accelerated. His hair fluttered in the cold wind, adding to the desperation.

As if to eliminate an existence that could never be tolerated, Knight Commander Ruslet's scabbard flashed brilliantly.

"No, Rian...!"

What are you trying to do?

He's just a child.

Rahilt is just a child who hasn't committed any sins.

If only I could stop him, I would kneel before Ruslet.

Even knowing this was just an illusion, a memory, I could barely bring myself to watch directly.

Crash!

Rahilt was slammed into a wall by the massive impact. Dust rose in clouds, completely obscuring Rahilt's figure.

"Now, quietly accept the judgment of the new imperial family..."

An arrogant voice.

Perfect carelessness.

He walks into the thick dust. He approaches the wall where Rahilt was smashed.

Rahilt, as if born to do so, exploited the gap in his arrogance and carelessness.

Slash, swish!

"Ugh, ah... AAAAAAAAAHHHHH!!!"


Ruslet didn't know what happened for a moment. But the burning pain immediately engulfed his face.

While he knelt on one knee, Rahilt slipped away.

He kept stumbling, perhaps from bruises.

His short, wobbling legs kicked the ground.

"Rian..."

I could only watch his retreating figure.

"I'm sorry."

Self-loathing pressed down on me.

"I'm really... sorry..."

What have I done?

What was I thinking, approaching Rahilt so casually?

I was well aware that Rahilt had an unfortunate past. Yet I approached him without hesitation. I thought I could make him happy to compensate for his unhappiness. That was the extent of my thinking.

But there's a fundamental difference in weight between hearing someone else's story and witnessing the past directly.

"How on earth did you feel when..."

When you brought me, who had been kidnapped, to the palace?

How could you be so courteous to me, a member of the group that brought you misfortune?

Do I even deserve to care for him?

I, who grew up benefiting from his misfortune.

I, who couldn't help him with the excuse of being young.

It's disgusting.

Unbearably disgusting.

"Ugh... hic..."

I conveyed empty apologies to his back, as if lamenting.

"I'm sorry... Rian."

At that moment, Rahilt hesitated, stopped, and looked back.

Is he looking at me?

Even knowing it's impossible, I find myself hoping.

Hoping that my voice might reach, however faintly, the Rahilt living through his childhood.

I selfishly hope for such a miracle.

Tap!

Rahilt, who had turned back, runs again.

This time he properly disappears from view.

That's how Rahilt escaped from the capital.

Without anyone to rely on, without even a clear goal to pursue, he was forced to embrace a freedom too difficult to bear.

...

......

The world is enveloped in white fog.

This is a phenomenon that accompanies the construction of the mental world.

Clank, clank.

In the world of thick fog, metal dragged across the ground.

A man with a robust physique walking through the fog revealed himself.

"Knight Commander Ruslet...?"

It wasn't a normal appearance.

Black from head to toe.

A strange appearance as if shadows were dripping from his entire body. He looked exactly like a puppet modeled after Ruslet.

Swoosh!

Ruslet charged.

Then he swung his sword at me. It was definitely an attack with the intent to kill.

I struck Ruslet's sword with my fist.

Clang!

It was easy.

The current Ruslet wouldn't have been defeated so pathetically. Given the circumstances, this must be the inexperienced Ruslet from when he was chasing young Rahilt.

I crushed the head of the Ruslet-shaped thing with my heel.

Bang!

It certainly wasn't the sound of a human skull breaking. Rather, it was similar to the sound of a water balloon bursting.

Eventually, the pitch-black entity taking Ruslet's form completely melted away.

Just then, the fog dispersed. As if defeating it had been the condition for proceeding to the next stage all along.

Swish.

As the fog clearly lifted, the world was completely reshaped.

"Where is this...?"

It's familiar.

A place I visited so often that I grew tired of it long ago. But now it holds unforgettable memories of pleasure.

I danced my first dance with Rahilt here.

We had many conversations and spent enjoyable times together.

I found myself standing in the imperial palace's banquet hall.

"That's...!"

A couple dances harmoniously.

The man is someone whose mere sight makes my heart race.

My favorite person whom I desperately wished happiness for someday.

It was Rahilt.

Meanwhile, the woman holding Rahilt's hand and matching his steps was also familiar to me.

"Ha..."

A low groan escaped.

The veins in my wrist stood out clearly. Perhaps veins were also bulging on my forehead.

I load my anger into her name.

"Rashera..."

Next Chapter"Damn it... Shit..."

The curses came out naturally. I never expected to blurt out profanities in front of Rahilt, even if this was just an illusion.

But what could I do? Watching this kind of scene right before my eyes—anyone would be boiling with rage.

"Come on."

Fine. Alright, let's just say everything's okay.

But there's one thing that torments me, something I simply cannot accept no matter how I think about it.

"You're not... wearing your mask. Rian."

His face was still blurry, but I could tell whether he was wearing a mask or not. Well, when I read the original story, the descriptions of Rahilt's appearance were almost obsessive, so this was to be expected.

"Hah..."

I know. I understand everything.

Unlike Rashera, I was a princess.

The child of a deposed ruler couldn't freely show her face. Even if I had built more goodwill than Rashera.

"Why the hell did I forgive that bitch? I should have assassinated her behind Rian's back."

Rahilt's request was like a cheat key. He's just too kind-hearted, which is why he asked me to spare that woman who's worse than an animal.

I frantically pawed at Rashera's face as she danced. Of course, it was like trying to grasp the moon reflected in a pond—futile—but it made me feel slightly better.

While I was venting my complicated feelings this way, Rashera moved her detestable lips.

"How does it feel to make your debut in high society? Rahilt."

"I'm looking forward to it."

"Looking forward to revenge?"

When Rashera asked, Rahilt gently shook his head.

"I look forward to revenge too... but thinking that I can be of help to you makes me even more excited."

He added kindly.

"I'm grateful to you, Rashera."

"Holy shit!!!"

Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her. Kill her!!!

I'll kill Rashera. As soon as I save the kingdom, I'll kill Rashera no matter what.

"Since you say that much, I'd like to ask specifically what you're grateful for?"

"I can only express it as... everything."

Nevertheless, Rahilt earnestly added his reasons.

"You gave me a place to belong after I lost Rodrick and Eshtiel. You gave me purpose and stayed by my side."

Beyond revenge, Rashera is now practically my world.

That was Rahilt's sincere gratitude. In response, Rashera's eyes curved into a pretty smile.

"Then I should be grateful to fate for letting me meet Rahilt."

"Ugh..."

"Oh fuck, that Rastali bastard."

If this damn black magician is trying to contaminate my mind and kill me with rage, it's an extremely effective strategy.

What? Oh, seriously, what?

Do I have to watch my man blushing at that bitch Rashera?

Making me watch NTR like this? Without even using petrification magic?

Fuck!!!

"Please... Mother-in-law, can't you save me? I, me, shit, how long do I have to watch this? This is a mental landscape, right? Couldn't you somehow control it and make this disappear?"

...

.......

No answer came.

The suffocating silence made it feel like my head would split in two.

Creak, crack, grind.

The sound of grinding teeth scattered.

It seemed like I would only stop when my teeth were worn down to nothing. Even if I did stop, the stress far exceeding human limits would definitely manifest in some kind of action.

"Wait... wait... did they say Rahilt's debut...?"

Rahilt's debut at the imperial palace banquet.


Then there's one character who can't be missing.

I hurriedly turned my eyes toward the high seat.

Just as I did, familiar footsteps clicked closer and closer from the high seat.

"... This is driving me crazy."

A white neckline appeared above a pretty dress mixed with black and navy blue.
The face, fully made up, was white and beautiful.
The jet-black hair and blue eyes were extremely familiar.

Princess Seriniel Literion.

The woman coming down from the high seat was me.

"Please... please... stop..."

The protagonist and the villainess from the original story facing each other.

My other self with a grim expression stopped in front of Rashera and Rahilt.

The bustling banquet hall instantly fell silent.

Countless eyes converged on one spot, creating an atmosphere as if the air was filled with needles. In that pressured environment, the three people stared at each other without intimidation.

"It's been a while, hasn't it?"

Rashera greeted with a smirk.

It was a statement that completely threw away all etiquette, as if addressing a close friend.

"Have you gone mad, Lady Ruat?"

"Oh, so that's how it appears to you."

Rashera tightly held onto her partner Rahilt's arm. Both I and my other self were simultaneously enraged at that detestable scene.

"I'm just showing respect to my partner. Please understand."

"How dare you...!"

"You motherless whore!!!"

Who does Rashera think she is, flirting with someone else's man?

That place is mine.

Both Rahilt's left and right arms belong to me, you damned woman.

"Aaaaaaaargh!!!"

I endlessly pounded the floor. Despite the tremendous noise, no one paid any attention. I fell to my knees, helpless to do anything but watch.

"Ah... hic..."

It was more painful than I had imagined.

There was a fundamental difference between reading about my favorite character in text and directly witnessing the hidden side of the man I had a real relationship with.

When Rahilt was just a fictional character, I wanted him to be happy with Rashera.

After all, Rashera was the female protagonist of the work, so she was the only woman who could make Rahilt happy. Therefore, it was only natural for the male and female leads to find happiness through the power of love.

No matter how immersed I was in the novel, I couldn't possibly feel like my lover was being taken away.

But what about now?

I had become Princess Seriniel, and I had formed a human-to-human relationship with the real Rahilt.

Although I had first encountered it as a novel, this world was clearly reality.

Moreover,

Nineteen years. That's how long I had been waiting for Rahilt since being reborn here.

I had naturally come to hold him in my heart, as if I had been prepared for Rahilt. Consistently, for nineteen years.

And I know that Rahilt will become unhappy if he ends up with Rashera.

Only I can do it. Only I, an outlier from this world, could change his future.

That's what I believed.

"Rian..."

By falling into the black magician's trap, I had instead put Rahilt in danger. And by playing into the black magician's schemes, I was finally forced to witness Rahilt's first future that I had wanted to avoid.

Is this karma?

Is this the price for my arrogance in believing that only I could care for Rahilt?

"... Ugh."

I watched Rahilt arm in arm with Rashera.

Plop, plop, tears fell onto my collapsed knees.


I was startled.

I hadn't realized I was crying.

Even in my surprise, I spoke his name.

"Rian..."

No other words came to mind. But my lips moved by instinct before thought.

"I'm sorry..."

An apology flowed out.

"What made me think I was so great that I got angry... I who recklessly acted and put Rian in danger..."

At least Rashera wouldn't have put Rahilt in danger.
Whatever danger there might have been, it would have been something Rahilt could have handled easily.
The current situation wouldn't have occurred.

"I'm really ugly... hah."

With a feeling of resignation, I apologized again.

"I'm sorry..."

Rian.

I whispered his name with a fading voice.

That's when the anomaly occurred.

"... Don't cry."

And then I heard the voice I had been longing for.

"Huh...?"

I raised my tear-stained face.

The scene before my eyes hadn't changed.

Rashera had her arm linked with Rahilt, and I was arguing with them.

Yet I turned my eyes to Rahilt.

"Are you... looking at me...?"

I couldn't tell.

His face seemed to be turned this way... but it was still ambiguous. With all his features blurred, it was impossible to tell where his gaze was directed.

Swish.

Fog engulfed the world.

It was similar to what happened right after Rahilt escaped from the institute.

Probably a sign that the scenery of the mental landscape was about to change.

But I had the impression that this fog was unnatural.

Unlike the fog that had very slowly seeped into the world before, the current fog quickly filled my vision as if desperate to hide something.

I instinctively took a defensive stance.

The end of the mental landscape depicting Rahilt's childhood was a battle with a black figure modeled after Ruslet. Therefore, it wasn't difficult to guess that an unidentified black figure would appear now as well.

Click. Click.

The clear sound of footsteps pierces through the fog and reaches my ears.

"Oh no..."

This is troublesome.

I wipe away my tears.

Then I took a step back with a start.

The ominous footsteps heading this way were extremely familiar.

"Is anything possible in the mental landscape?"

Finally, its form was revealed.

An unstable form as if shadows were dripping. Yet its features were distinct enough to identify without difficulty.

I readied my stance.

To face this, I needed to maintain intense tension this time.

"It's me..."

Princess Seriniel Literion.

That was the identity of the black figure.

Next Chapter"One hundred out of one hundred times, when asked about Carnar Kingdom's landmark, people would first point to the Main Hall where national events are held.

Located at the highest level of the royal palace, the Main Hall is tall and wide enough to overlook the capital's scenery at a glance. In that hall, Rastali was trembling with a satisfaction unlike any other in the world.

"Ugh... ha..."

She had recently completed her adaptation to the contaminant implanted in her shadow. Black magic equivalent to decades' worth was howling within her shadow, and the excess magic leaked out as if ready to cover the entire world.

And that wasn't all.

The guard who had fallen to provocation and rescued the princess was being consumed by the contaminant.

"That was close..."

At first, she thought she was going mad from the churning in her stomach. How on earth had such a human being come into existence? Just containing the contaminant gave her the sensation of her limbs being crushed.

But she endured in the end.

A portion of that overflowing power circulated and circulated until it became her own. With that alone, she was confident she could dominate and stand unrivaled in the world.

If this continued, overthrowing the kingdom would be the least of her concerns. Ruling the world would no longer be just a dream.

"Kuh, haha. Even time is on my side. How reassuring."

If that insufferable Rupenter princess and her companions escaped from the mental world... it would be long past the appropriate timing.

A day?

No, even a day was too long.

After just half a day... she would be able to place even the empire's emperor beneath her feet.

Rastali trembled with pleasure that overflowed just from imagining it.

"Thank you for voluntarily becoming my nourishment, Mr. Guard."

She lovingly stroked her shadow.

She would have liked to kiss it, but kissing the floor would be filthy.

"Ahaha..."

She laughed pleasantly.

She sat on the throne in the Main Hall, crossing her legs.

Then, taking in the view of the kingdom beneath her feet, she nodded with satisfaction.

◇

"Haa... haa..."

I desperately tried to steady my ragged breathing.

I remained vigilant, watching the dark figure collapsed before me, wary that it might rise again. Fortunately, that thing that had imitated me soon dissipated like fine sand dust.

"I'm having all sorts of experiences..."

I never expected to experience fighting myself. To be precise, I should say I fought Princess Seriniel, not myself...

"To think I'd have a mirror match in reality."

The difference would be the player, I suppose.

The form of Seriniel that attacked me was literally the Seriniel from the original work. It's like spitting in my own face to say this, but... honestly, her primitive characteristics were prominent.

She probably never had proper training since her innate physical abilities were so exceptional.

In contrast, I was a taekwondo athlete, and after reincarnation, I've occasionally sparred with my father. The difference in accumulated experience and technique is considerable.

Even so, it's true that it was difficult because her base was Seriniel. I've consumed far more stamina than when I fought Ruslet in his youth.

"Hoooooo..."

In this world of thick fog, I took a deep breath. Then, with veins bulging in my neck, I shouted loudly.

"MOTHER-IN-LAAAAAAAAW!!!"

[... You have quite the voice, child.]

"I have to be loud enough to make up for Rian's smallness."

[Hmph.]

My mother-in-law appeared suddenly with an exasperated exhale.

No matter how many times I saw her, I couldn't get used to her appearance, and I inhaled sharply.

'How can a person look like that? Rian's mother was breathtakingly beautiful, but compared to this person... wow.'

Is this why Rahilt doesn't pounce on me?

Having grown up seeing his mother from birth, with a mother-in-law like this inside?

I've been giving pretty obvious signals, but the male protagonist shows no signs of falling.

'How blessed must the first emperor have been to have such a beauty as his wife?'

[Blessed? What an inappropriate expression.]

"... Did I just say that out loud?"

This is a big problem. I often make this mistake in front of Rahilt and have been trying to correct it.

But my mother-in-law's lips indicated denial.

[I've simply developed insight after living for countless years.]

"That's a bit scary..."

[What's scary is how you consistently refer to me as 'mother-in-law' even in your thoughts...]

"..."


I hurriedly tried to change the subject by throwing out a suitable topic.

"Anyway, what about the first emperor? He was completely blessed, wasn't he?"

[... Not a blessing, but a curse. At least that's what I think.]

After this puzzling statement, my mother-in-law added:

[And above all... I couldn't help but love him.]

"Why?"

[He was so brilliant. Yes, incredibly so.]

"..."

[The world he showed me, the facets of life, the depravity and nobility of people. Everything.]

I couldn't help but be impressed for a moment.

For the first time, I discovered a human aspect in my mother-in-law, who had always seemed so transcendent.
Her cheeks flushed like a girl in love, covered with shyness.

I stared at her blankly.

[So, I came to love this harmonious world... that he loved.]

I have no idea what kind of life my mother-in-law led with the first emperor. Yet the dragon who had descended to earth and fallen to human form wore an incredibly happy expression.

I was drawn to her pervasive happiness like a moth to flame. Enough to approach one step at a time toward the woman.

At that moment, my mother-in-law stepped back and said to me:

[Though completely different in gender, appearance, and personality... you resemble him somehow.]

"Me?"

She nodded at my question.

"Really?"

[Yes...]

So did the first emperor also think about pouncing on my mother-in-law day and night?

Like pushing forward and making various indecent requests.
Patting her head all over.
Looking at mother-in-law's chest when angry to cool down.
Sitting on her lap and pinching her flushed body while teasing her.
Spending all day fantasizing about placing lingering kisses on mother-in-law's limbs.

Was he a man with such a perfectly normal mindset like me?

[... Actually, no. My eyes must be getting dim with age.]

"That's strange, why do I feel bad?"

[Hmm.]

My mother-in-law smoothly ignored my question and continued:

[Anyway, I want you to show the child many things. So that he can love this world as I do...]

"You want me to replicate the first emperor's role?"

[Yes.]

"No way."

I directly opposed my mother-in-law's wish.

"That's not right."

[What?]

Her bewilderment was palpable.

I didn't want to cause mother-in-law conflict at this point, but regrettably, I couldn't fulfill her wish.

It's a natural thought. Just as my mother-in-law and Rahilt are different, the first emperor and I are different as well.

I crossed my arms confidently and expressed my thoughts.

"Mother-in-law is mother-in-law, and Rian is Rian. I don't know how the first emperor wooed you, but Rian and I will create our own story together."

If someone had to imitate someone else to save Rahilt, that protagonist didn't necessarily have to be me.

Pushed to the extreme, Rashera could perform an appropriate role instead.

... I don't like that.

I want my own special qualities to be imprinted on the Rahilt I change. If he comes to love the harmony of the world, I hope he loves a world where I fit in harmoniously.

However, such a wish is too embarrassing to declare while baring my heart.

"I know you're anxious. Of course you would be. It's all my fault that Rian has ended up like this. I'm painfully aware that I have no right to object right now."

But because I'm aware, I won't repeat the same mistake.

I've long since resolved to pull him, who has strayed one step from the harmonious world, into my world.

"Nevertheless, I'll beg for your trust just this once. Please believe that I will save Rian no matter what happens."

I still don't know the truth.

Why a foolishly kind and innocent man would destroy the world.
How much despair crushed him as a result.

I knew absolutely nothing.

Therefore, I declare to the black dragon who has foreseen his future:

"I refuse your suggestion to replicate the first emperor's role. But I am the one who will brighten Rian's world. This is a promise I stake my life on."


[More sincere than most proposals.]

"Well, this is my last meeting with the in-laws."

[... How dramatic.]

My mother-in-law seemed to have lost her composure, but she didn't appear displeased. If I wasn't mistaken, she actually seemed pleased.

Riding the momentum, I added a request:

"Mother-in-law. Meeting you like this has confirmed something—you can manipulate this mental world at will, right?"

[At least for now.]

"I thought so."

The autonomy my mother-in-law displayed was too high for this to be a world controlled by Rastali.

I judged that while Rastali's misdeeds triggered the mental world, my mother-in-law held the initiative in the mental world that unfolded afterward.

My mother-in-law confirmed this judgment.

"I think it's an opportunity to glimpse the life Rian experienced... but I'm fine now."

[Are you sincere?]

"It's not because I'm troubled by seeing that bi—lovely Rashera. Really, absolutely not..."

[Hmm...]

"Maybe just a tiny bit."

I ended up confessing under my mother-in-law's heavy gaze. But since it was somewhat sincere, I spoke with my chest out:

"... We don't have enough time."

He's strange today.

He complained of poor condition due to unknown symptoms. Moreover, he fell into crisis several times even during simple combat. It was my mistake for not noticing the discrepancy earlier.

The weakened Rahilt must be suffering from the contaminant even now.

"The present that I experience every moment is more important to me than a past that never happened. The real Rian waiting for help outside is far more important than the phantom Rian."

There's no need to explore every little detail of the past.

It's enough to identify just one major factor.

"So show me now. The story of how Rian came to hate the world enough to destroy it..."

The woman was silent for a long time.

I was anxious about the passing time. Whether she knew my feelings or not, she just floated around wrapped in fog.

Her permission came very slowly.

[That would be... acceptable.]

"Thank you!"

[Yes...]

Her form began to blur.

My vision turned white, and I lost my sense of direction.

Then, in a world full of chaos, a clear voice resonated:

[May I ask just one last thing?]

"Of course."

Immediately after.

The content of her question was so trivial for a final question that I couldn't help but smile slightly.

[Is there a reason you call the child 'Rian'? It's completely different from both his real name and his alias.]

"Ah, that's what you're asking."

He has two names.

One is Rahilt, child of the deposed emperor, and the other is Rihart of the Pinwheel Knights.

It's natural for my mother-in-law to be curious. Perhaps others have been secretly wondering as well.

The reason is actually quite simple.

Others might find it trivial enough to be disappointing.

Nevertheless, it was the most important reason to me. So it should be fine to tell my mother-in-law, if no one else.

Therefore.

I honestly revealed the precious secret I had kept all along.

"To borrow your expression... it's a name he specially thought of just for me."

The reaction was dramatic.

[Kuk, ha...]

The woman's reddened lips were moistened with a faint breath.

[I see.]

She smiled.

Like a gentle breeze blowing refreshingly after rain.

Eventually, the fog cleared along with that gentle breeze.

Illuminating the final scene.

Next ChapterThat day was the death anniversary of my only two family members.

Even if our bond was like a clumsily sewn stitch, it was undeniably the day my family had departed.

Sometimes I indulged in embarrassing fantasies that if I had a father, he would be someone like Rodrick.

And if I had a little sister, I imagined she would surely be as cute as Eshtiel.

Though I never voiced these thoughts for fear of making them uncomfortable, that's how I felt. Regardless of how Rodrick and Eshtiel viewed me, at least those two were family I wouldn't trade for anything.

Back then, I didn't realize that the past I longed for was a daily life that deserved to be called happiness.

I miss them.

I want to see them again with an aching heart.

If only I could turn back time, I would never let them go.

I would listen well to Rodrick, indulge all of Eshtiel's whims, and express my feelings more honestly.

Realizations always come after losing something. And those realizations bring regret that torments me. The regret that settles in is like a scar engraved on my heart. When I close my eyes, it mercilessly stabs at my chest and drives me to despair.

For having the audacity to still be alive.

Questioning if it's fair that the deposed emperor's child—who earned the world's hatred—still breathes while those two are gone.

Pointing accusingly that my very existence was the source of all misfortune.

It's a justified reproach.

I had no words to refute it.

Isn't it actually true?

My very roots came from the passion of a man and woman who oppressed others. I was born carrying the curses and hatred of countless people. Surely I was cursed from birth—a curse filled with the desire that I should bear the misfortunes of others for my entire life and never be happy.

It was an unbearably clever curse. If it had been a curse to die, it would never have been fulfilled.

I was born with that much power, while those around me were not.

As a result, it was always others who were hurt because of my existence.

Because of my curse, precious people became unhappy.

Then one day, a shining miracle descended upon my despairing self.

The miracle's name was—Lady Rashera Ruat.

She became my reason to live when I was empty inside.

While I was solely focused on avenging Rodrick and Eshtiel's blood, she approached me with patience. Even though it was probably just an alliance for a purpose... I somehow became convinced that if only she would stay by my side, I could even give up my revenge.

...But perhaps because I kept pushing her away.

By the time I needed her, Rashera's heart had already drifted away.

I could have done anything to hold onto her drifting heart. So I obediently followed whatever Rashera said. So that her attention would remain solely on me.

I hid my intense emotions as much as possible, afraid I might say something wrong.

Even if she blushed for another man.

After all, I never had the right to begin with.

...Yes. That was certainly true until that day.

That day was the death anniversary of my only two family members.

And also.

It was the day I encountered a truth that would horribly distort my ugly world.

◇

On a morning when snow had gently accumulated.

In a forest thick with evergreens, Rahilt was kneeling before a modestly erected tombstone.

I watched Rahilt as he entrusted his body to the snow-covered ground where the cold was rampant. I stayed beside him as he looked endlessly empty.

Though I felt an urge to embrace him tightly, the illusion without substance did not allow any contact.


My heart ached at the vivid emptiness revealed by the snow. Rahilt touched the tombstone with trembling hands. Then, as if unable to make up his mind, he repeatedly rubbed his face with dry hands.

That clear conflict made me unbearably sad. I held that sadness in my tightly clenched fist and crouched down to Rahilt's eye level.

His golden hair, which seemed to have gathered all the world's wealth and glory, swayed in the biting wind. Even such a harsh wind couldn't mask Rahilt's agitated breathing. Even without seeing his face, it was clear that his complex emotions were intensifying.

"Rian..."

I call his name. Even knowing it will never reach him.

"We... have really changed so much."

Literally, our fates had undergone enormous changes. Especially seeing Rahilt conflicted before Rodrick and Eshtiel's tombstones like this.

The conflict began just now.

It started with the actions of the Empress—my mother—who had visited Rodrick and Eshtiel's graves alone.

[Why are you here...?]

[...]

Mother expressed surprise at Rahilt. This was because Mother knew nothing about Rahilt's relationship with Rodrick.

It was natural since Rahilt, who debuted in high society as the deposed emperor's child, had erased all traces of being the mercenary Rihart.

[Why... are you here?]

[Because my friend is buried here.]

Therefore, Father and Mother had no idea why Rahilt hated the current imperial family.

They simply accepted that he hated the imperial family because he was the persecuted child of the deposed emperor, which seemed logical.

[Friend... you say?]

[An acquaintance from when I was still a baroness.]

Mother and Rodrick had apparently known each other for a long time. And I had seen this since my previous life but never realized it.

Who would have thought that Rodrick was the information broker who had been Mother's collaborator?

He was the underworld information broker who had provided countless help in the process of putting Father on the throne.

According to the description, even excluding financial gain, he had been more cooperative because he had a strange fondness for Mother.

As with all clichés, it was a relationship where he gradually became attracted to the foresight and boldness of the female protagonist who had returned in time. In other words, my father-in-law had been Mother's secondary male lead.

I never recognized him because he had always used a fake identity throughout the story.

[And why have you come to visit my friend?]

[...Because the man you call your friend is my father.]

[What?]

Mother couldn't help but doubt her ears.

Everyone in the empire knows who Rahilt's father is. No one doubts it because he was the fruit of the two most beautiful people in the empire.

When Rahilt's additional explanation followed, Mother quietly nodded.

[Eshtiel buried next to him was my only sister. Together with Rodrick, we were a family.]

[...]

Rahilt's past story unfolded fluently before Mother.

In front of an enemy who deserved to be killed, Rahilt controlled his heightened emotions and told the whole story.

It was a strange sight.

As the story progressed, Rahilt seemed to grow younger and younger.

Like a child holding back tears while confiding in a warm adult, his childhood flowed through his lips and seeped into the winter forest.

After a moment, Rahilt, having finished his story, displayed his killing intent.

[You people killed such a person.]


[You?]

[After killing the man you call a friend, how dare you visit his grave with such audacity.]

Rahilt looked around. Then, controlling his terribly trembling hands, he approached one step closer.

[Three guards. Just the right number to kill and leave no witnesses.]

[...]

[I want you to know... how it feels to be buried in the cold ground.]

Crunch, crunch.

The sound of snow being stepped on spreads through the winter forest. The forest scenery comes alive with that quiet sound. As if an unexpected action had sprung from fear.

Snap.

It was when Rahilt reached right in front of Mother.

A small twig that had been lying around broke under his shoe sole.

Immediately after, Mother calmly advised.

[Wait.]

It was hard to believe this was the attitude of a woman on the verge of losing her life.

Not a trace of cowardice could be found in her tone, which was as calm as if she were having a conversation over tea.

[There seems to be some misunderstanding.]

[Misunderstanding?]

[It wasn't the imperial family who killed Rodrick. Rather, I'd like to ask why we would have had any reason to kill Rodrick and Lady Elenot.]

[...As the mercenary group grew larger, from the imperial family's perspective, it would have been no different from a troublesome military faction.]

Mother tilted her head at Rahilt's answer. As if she had heard an incomprehensible statement.

[What strange logic. Who is my husband that he would worry about a mere military faction?]

[Because he's the Emperor...]

[Yes. The Emperor. The ruler of the continent and a man who could easily conquer a country single-handedly.]

[...]

[Such a person would resort to underhanded methods against a mercenary group, no matter how renowned? Why bother? I also had no motive whatsoever.]

Mother continues speaking as she slowly rises.

[I thought your hatred for us was inevitable because you were the child of the deposed emperor. But if the tragedy that befell Rodrick and Lady Elenot is the cause of your hatred... you seem to have found the wrong target.]

[That can't be...]

[If that's truly the case, first suspect those who have clouded your eyes. Of course, if your hatred includes revenge for the persecution you suffered in your childhood, I will rightfully bear it.]

Rahilt would never harbor resentment for his dark childhood. If he truly did, he would never have treated me with kindness.

Rahilt's revenge was a blade aimed solely at the murderers of Rodrick and Eshtiel.

[Rodrick was an excellent assassin. He might have left some information for you in some form.]

[Information... you say.]

[It's difficult for me to gauge, but you, as his family, might be able to find out.]

[...]

[It was pleasant to have an honest conversation. I'll take my leave now. Whatever decision you make in the future, I will accept my karma.]

Rahilt kept his mouth shut. And Mother, perhaps taking his silence as tacit agreement, passed behind him.

After her presence completely disappeared, Rahilt kept a lonely vigil before Rodrick and Eshtiel's tombstones for a long time.

Soon, he brought his trembling hand to the grave.

The time for the hideous truth buried in darkness to be revealed was approaching with large strides.

Next ChapterScritch.

I sifted through the snow pile beneath the tombstone. The process of removing the snow was performed slowly, almost reverently, as if I had forgotten the cold.

Despite this, since the snow hadn't accumulated thickly, the damp earth soon revealed its bare self.

I hesitated many times.

I also clenched and unclenched my fists in agony.

It took an extremely long time to shake off my hesitation.

Thud.

Eventually, having steeled my resolve, I placed my hand on the ground. Then, curling my hand like a rake, I began to dig up the soil beneath the tombstone.

"Ugh... hnngh..."

I was digging up the grave of someone who had found peace. I was destroying the resting place of Rodrick, whom I had considered a father, by my own hands.

An unforgivable sin according to the Empire's customs. I desecrated Rodrick's grave, betraying all human decency.

"Sorry... I'm sorry... Rodrick..."

With each handful of soil I dug up, memories of the past flashed before my eyes. The days when the Pinwheel Mercenary Group was still intact, when I felt warmth in those mundane days—they came to me like visions.

[Hey, everything else is fine, but why is the mercenary group called Pinwheel? It's childish, makes us look weak.]

He complained after telling me to name the mercenary group myself.

It wasn't hard to understand. Though mercenary groups with rough images often get criticized, clients tend to trust such images more. What a contradictory principle of the world.

The reason I pushed for such a childish name, giving up these advantages, was simple.

[I wanted one.]

[What?]

[A pinwheel.]

I clearly remember the Foundation Day when my mother passed away.

From the mouse with gray fur eating stolen rotten fruit in the corner of a shabby slum, to the sound of celebratory cannons echoing through the district. And how the blue sky where the cannon sounds glided was cloudless and pure blue. I remembered everything that came into my view.

Among them, what remains especially vivid is the scene I witnessed while following my mother.

Children gathered in groups, running with pinwheels in their hands. Whatever was so fun about those pinwheels spinning in the wind as they ran, those boys and girls were busy laughing and chatting without restraint—they were etched into my mind.

For the first time, I felt a desire to possess something. I wanted that pinwheel so badly.

Looking back, the essence of that desire wasn't the pinwheel itself. In truth, I wanted the human warmth of being able to blend in normally while holding a pinwheel.

The Pinwheel Mercenary Group was created on such a wish.

Hoping that someday I too could resemble those children I had only watched from afar on Foundation Day.

[Good grief, a guy who wouldn't even glance at piles of gold coins.]

[Indeed.]

Why was my mother so obsessed with luxury? My efforts to understand her never bore fruit.

I just wanted a pinwheel rather than money and power. If I could just have a pinwheel and wander around normally, that would be more than enough...

But I couldn't even fulfill that small wish.

A wish that comes as naturally as breathing to some was buried deep in the pile of dirt I was now digging through.

Because I was the child of a deposed emperor.

Because I was a filthy child who should never have been born.

The wish I held in my hands was flattened terribly by the original sin I carried.

Thud, thud.

I kill my emotions and continue digging up the soil.

Dirt seeps under my fingernails. The bugs sleeping beneath the soil wake up and protest. Asking who I think I am to threaten their home.

I deliberately ignored them. Until I reached my goal. Continuously.

Thunk.

A hard sensation transmits through my fingertips.

It was a faded coffin.

I had wanted the bodies to be interred as they were, fearing that cremation would make Rodrick and Eshtiel disappear completely.

"Sob... ah... ugh..."

I couldn't muster the courage to open the coffin. It was uncertain what state Rodrick would be in when he greeted me.

It would be better if he had maintained the appearance from when he was found dead, but if I witnessed his body decayed with flesh melting away, I felt I might lose my mind.



Ah.

Aah.

Please.

God.

Give it back.

Give me back my monochrome world. Give me back the self who couldn't feel anything, who felt no emotion even at my parents' deaths.

Bless me with the ability to maintain an expressionless face even when seeing the corpse inside, even when seeing a completely ruined corpse. I beg of you.

I wish I could turn to stone.

It would be nice if I could transform into a common stone lying in a field.

If all objects in the world lost all their color, it might be a little better.

"Ahugh..."


I was wrong.

I'm sorry for being born.

I apologize for the sin of bringing misfortune to those around me by living.

So please, grant Rodrick who will face me the gift of human form. I pray that you strip away the appearance of a decayed and rotting corpse.

Please...


...

......


When the sunlight was obscured by clouds.

Finally, as the coffin opened and Rodrick revealed himself,

I screamed, vomiting out every last bit of sanity I had been desperately holding onto.







◇






Nothing.

I couldn't find anything.

To ensure I hadn't missed anything, I even checked all the clothes Rodrick had worn.

Personal items Rodrick used. Codes used in the mercenary group. Traces that might have been seized from the assassins. None of these elements existed.

From the beginning, thorough investigations had been conducted before burying Rodrick and Eshtiel. It was natural that the results were the same since I had examined them so meticulously.

"Of course... of course..."

Yet the fact that it wasn't natural was also a problem.

Indeed, the Empress knew Rodrick well enough to call him a friend. The premise that he, an assassin known as the Plague, had gone to his eternal rest without leaving anything behind was contradictory.

So where did Rodrick leave a clue?

Desperately holding onto my fading consciousness, I logically reconstruct the situation.

'Rodrick was on the run with Eshtiel. Winter in the mountains would have made it easy to hide something, but he would have known it would be meaningless if I couldn't find the clue.'

In other words, if Rodrick hid a clue, it would definitely be in a place I could notice. Even in a winter mountain where one's sense of direction becomes confused.

But how?

In such an environment, where could there be a place he would believe I would definitely find?

At least not on himself.

I had thoroughly examined him before burial, and just now I had scrutinized him while desperately holding onto my sanity. Yet there was no plausible clue.

Was there an accomplice?

Was there someone who was close enough to help Rodrick in that situation, and physically nearby?

Just as my thoughts reached that point.


"...... Ah."


My neck turned with a creak.

I desperately support my sanity that's about to collapse again. Deliberately ignoring the tingling sensation throughout my body, I examine the absurd hypothesis.

This can't be right.

This shouldn't be happening.

There was.

Someone who was close to Rodrick, both internally and physically, definitely existed.

I knew it all along but didn't consider it. I've been avoiding it because I desperately didn't want to believe it.

The child I had seen was the most innocent and fragile in the world, so I presumed it absolutely couldn't be possible.

With trembling lips, I call her name.

"Eshtiel..."

The only girl who fled with Rodrick.

The count's daughter who knew him well and always bickered with him. Eshtiel was the precious treasure of the Pinwheel Mercenary Group, raised delicately despite her harsh childhood.

Could such an Eshtiel possibly carry a clue about the assassins?

Even with Rodrick by her side.

Is that even remotely possible?

I know Eshtiel well. I know she's an innocent girl who would cower at the sight of a menacing blade.

Am I supposed to dig up Eshtiel's corpse?

Is this allowed, just to resolve my doubts?

"Eshtiel... Eshtiel, Eshtiel... how, how should I... how can I..."

Face you with a sound mind?

With what heart can I hold you, rotted and decayed?

"Augh... aaagh..."

Even as I ask these questions inwardly, my feet slowly move toward the coffin where Eshtiel would be laid.

Each step feels as heavy as carrying a mountain ridge. It seemed impossible to reach this short distance even if time were infinite.

But reality was cruel.

In just three or four steps, I was kneeling before her coffin.

"Haa... haa... hnngh..."

My breathing was excessive.

My head was dizzy.

In my distorted vision, like a pond sprinkled with sand, my hands touched Eshtiel's coffin.

Finally, Eshtiel's coffin opens.


Creeeeak.


"Ah... uwaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!!!"


I screamed as if my throat would tear.

Tears fell endlessly.

My chest hurt as if being violently stabbed at the sight of my little sister, now so wretched, with no trace of her living appearance.

It hurt so much I felt I might faint.

It felt as if my heart was being burned alive.

"Eshtiel... Eshtiel...!"

I embraced her decayed, crumbling form.

I gave warmth to her, who was so cold it felt like she might freeze.

That was the only futile thing I could do as her brother.

"I'm... sorry... sorry... Eshtiel..."

How much pain must she have felt?


How scared must she have been?

How terrifying and miserable must that day have been for a child so young who should have only seen and heard good things, dying so horribly?

"I will... I will definitely make them pay. I, I... will definitely do that."

So. I hope you understand, Eshtiel.


Your brother will hurt you just this once.


"I love you."


With that, my hand pierced and rummaged through Eshtiel's abdomen.

Squelch.

A cold, sticky sensation traveled from my hand to the top of my head. That terrible sensation made me feel like all the blood vessels in my body would burst.


I found it.

Something round and hard.

I found it in the location of her stomach.


It was a button.

A meticulously crafted pure silver button.

There was no reason for such a thing to be in Eshtiel's stomach. More precisely, there shouldn't have been.


"Ugh... haa... ah..."


My breath caught with a choke.

What must she have felt?

What were you feeling when you swallowed this button?


Rodrick probably handed over the button he had seized.

You must have needed to hide it somehow.

Because evidence had to be left.

If Rodrick had kept it himself, it would have been taken after his death. So he must have entrusted it to you, telling you to swallow it.

And despite your fear, while Rodrick was fighting back, you swallowed the button.


...


No, perhaps Rodrick failed to leave a clue.

Maybe you swallowed an assassin's button that fell during the battle on your own.

Or maybe you searched the body Rodrick had killed and swallowed what you found.

Come to think of it, you were always a child with your own strength.

You weren't just fragile. Perhaps because you grew up in a mercenary group, you sometimes showed a tomboy-like side.


... In the end, there's no way for me to know the exact details.

What matters is that you held this tiny button for me in the cold ground.

Yes.

The knight order secretly operated by the Ruat Viscounty.

This button, engraved with an emblem never shown to others, which even I only witnessed by chance.


Suddenly, I recalled my first meeting with Eshtiel.

It was in the past, at the laundry place where she was being oppressed, crying out to me.

[It feels like the world hates us. So there's no one. I'm all alone. I don't want to be left alone... sob...]

Eshtiel must have seen through the truth early on.

That the world hates us.

It seems that way indeed.

Otherwise, how could even the reason for my second life be completely denied?


I cannot accept it.

I cannot possibly accept the reality that Rodrick and Eshtiel, not I, had to pay the price for the world's hatred of us.

If that is the way of heaven, I will tear it apart.

If the world hates us, then I too am entitled to hate the world.


Isn't that how human nature works?

Just as my father and mother were hated by many, many people hated them in return.

Hatred is clearly something to be returned to each other.

Then I too must return it.

To the world that oppressed us.

To my world that has been turned upside down.

I will return it all.


Dark clouds rise.

A handful of darkness multiplies and soars into the sky, covering the heavens as time passes.

First the winter mountain.

Then the nearby village.

By sunset, beyond the horizon.


"Fall."


Raindrops begin to fall.

They diligently wet the earth one drop at a time, increasing in density.

It was rain carrying the meaning of mourning.


What carries rage will come next.

Next ChapterI felt like I was waking from a nightmare. The fog that had clouded my vision seemed to have completely lifted. And so I walked aimlessly, dragging my body that had been thrown into this harsh reality.

I wished it was a dream. With each step I took, I desperately prayed that the world I was facing was just part of some illusion. But the sticky sensation of rotting flesh remaining on my hands constantly reminded me of reality.

I recalled a fairy tale that Eshtiel once enjoyed reading. It was about how we all have wings that point toward dreams and hope, and how someday everyone would fly toward happiness. Despite knowing it was obviously made up, I wanted to believe it. Not for myself, but for Eshtiel and Rodrick.

But those wings meant to guide us to dreams and hope had snapped and dissolved like cotton candy soaked in rainwater. So I truly decided to fill the sky with dark clouds and make it rain. I wanted to break the wings of everyone who had cursed us and force them to melt away.

Splash.

As my foot stepped into a puddle, water droplets flew up and inconsiderately scattered everywhere.
At the same time, an undignified scream was buried into the ground, drowned out by the sound of pouring rain.

"Hic... ahup...!"

The insect gasped for breath harshly. This insect wearing a human disguise was named Diol Ruat. He was the current Marquis Ruat who had inherited the family after the previous Marquis Ruat had passed away.

"Why, why are you suddenly doing this..."

Cowardice personified and struggled. His pitiful appearance of gasping for breath as if he might die gave off a pathetic impression. Fortunately, his filthy breath seeped into the rainwater and sank into the ground.

If it hadn't, I would have ground his skull to dust right then and there.

Thanks to that, I regained my senses and remembered the task I needed to carry out immediately. I should have first brought down the evil incarnate who had stolen my precious treasure. Because all the malice I was about to unleash began with her.

"Marquis."

"Huh... huh..."

"Marquis Ruat."

"Sp-speak... please..."

I took out a silver button from inside my clothes and showed it to him. A button engraved with the insignia of the Ruat family's secret organization.

"Do you know what this is?"

"Why do you have that... No, I don't recognize that symbol...!"

I immediately pressed my thumb against the Marquis's front teeth, breaking them and forcing them down his throat. A blood-curdling scream followed as the veins in his throat visibly bulged.

"Huheoh...! Huk, eukk..."

"Lying is not a wise choice. Your expression gives everything away."

"Haa... huik..."

"Do you know where this was found?"

"Ugh... ugh..."

The Marquis shook his head while tears streamed down his face. Soaked and drooping, no one would believe this pathetic figure was the head of a prestigious family.

I was furious at his behavior. I couldn't accept the reality that we had been played by someone like this, that my family had to die because of him.

So, I looked for someone else who could answer in place of this weak-hearted Marquis.

A woman who had just been forcibly captured by her household servants and made to kneel. The one who was glaring at us venomously. The one who had become my second world—Rashera. I turned my body toward her.

"Rashera."

"..."

"This is a button engraved with the insignia of the Marquis family's secret organization."

"..."

"Would you like to guess where I found this?"

Rashera remained silent. In the past, when I didn't know the truth, I would have shielded her, saying she didn't need to know useless things. I would have even kissed the back of her hand, volunteering to find the answer for her.

"Silence. A good tactic to maintain control."

But that strategy only works between equals.

Now I had no need for patience. Therefore, Rashera's silence meant she preferred to communicate with hands rather than words.

Rashera only realized her precarious position just before I reached out my hand.

"You...!"

"Stay still."

I crushed one of her long, slender fingers that I had admired whenever she danced. Her white, delicate hands that had captivated men and women in social circles had thus served their purpose.

"Aaah... AAAAAAHHH!!! Huuup!"

The sharp white bone scraped through the skin and peeked out. The vital fluid from her still beautiful finger glowed crimson before being washed away by the rain. The fact that she maintained her composure was truly like Rashera. Like a tenacious poisonous plant, she glared at me.

"Rahilt, do you realize what you're doing to me...!"

"Don't be like this, Rashera. You still haven't answered my question."

"What...?"

Perhaps the breathtaking pain had given her temporary amnesia. Can't be helped. What difficulty could there be in me, who had served her, asking one more question?

"This button belonged to Eshtiel, bearing the insignia of the Marquis family's secret organization. Where exactly was Eshtiel keeping this?"

"Hahaa..."

"Do you need time to think? I'll give you some, as long as it's not too long. Rashera is clever, so you'll figure out the answer soon."

"Ugh... ugh..."

Rashera opened her mouth wide as if to shout at me, but then closed it without making even the faintest sound.

"A wise choice. It would have been difficult to pronounce words with all your teeth shattered."

"..."

Rashera froze. It was as if a cold wave had swept in, freezing even time itself. After understanding my intentions, Rashera gave an answer after long deliberation.

"... In his hand."

"Do you mean the right hand? Or the left hand?"

"The right hand."


"I see."

At my calm response, Rashera's expression momentarily brightened. But as much as hope had risen, despair crushed her painfully.

"Wrong answer."

Crack! Crack! Crack!

"AAAAAAAAHHH!!! Huik... keuup, haaap...!!!"

And so I broke Rashera's right hand piece by piece, just as she had given the wrong answer. Blood vessels burst, and sticky blood sprayed everywhere. The once warm blood mixed with rainwater, moistening the garden, soon becoming cold nourishment for the grass.

"Let me ask you again. Where do you think this button was found on Eshtiel?"

This time her answer was immediate.

"Le-left hand! Left hand!"

"That's fortunate."

I smiled kindly. However she interpreted it, Rashera looked relieved.

"Wrong answer."

Fortunately, I didn't have to let her go yet.
I crushed her left hand as she had ordered.

"Ugh, AAAAAAHHH!!! Please, please, Rahilt. Please...! Stop...!"

During the crushing of her left hand, a couple of fingers detached and fell onto the grass with a thud. They were such fresh fingers that they seemed like they would twitch if gently stroked. It was an illusion caused by Rashera's beautiful exterior.

"Rashera."

"Ahuik... haa..."

"Give me the correct answer. Then you'll feel much better. I promise."

"...... Clothes. Somewhere on the upper body..."

"Wrong answer."

Riiip!

I tore the upper part of Rashera's dress. Raindrops fell seductively on her fair skin, pooling in her cleavage. The sexual appeal that had unknowingly captivated gentlemen's gazes, which she herself had enjoyed, was now exposed to the world.

She shrank her body, perhaps feeling shame. However, this posture only accentuated her breasts, further highlighting Rashera's bewitching figure.

"Tell me again. Where did Eshtiel, that child, keep this?"

"Lower body... in the lower body..."

"..."

"Is that... the right answer? No, your silence means it is, right? That's it, isn't it? Rahilt..."

"You know, Rashera."

I honestly tell her the truth.

"Wrong answer."

Riiiiip!

Rashera's lower garments were torn away. Now only thin undergarments barely maintained her slight humanity. Looking at her like this, the difference between Rashera rolling on the grass nearly naked and a captive animal began to disappear.

"Do you see? All the members of the Marquis household are watching Rashera."

"No... no... huik..."

"What do you mean, no?"

If she meant that the Marquis's household members weren't deliberately watching, then she was correct. They were terrified by my declaration that I would annihilate them if they didn't watch their masters until the end.

"Well, you're right. That's not important. What's truly important is the answer to my question."

"Underwear..."

"My, how could the clever Rashera be so obtuse..."

There's no way someone would hide something in underwear when facing death. Truly heartless people would eliminate traces even by desecrating corpses.

"Knowing you're not being sincere, I'll preserve your dignity just this once."

"Rahilt... don't do this..."

"Rashera."

"Yes? I'll be good... I'll give you everything, body and soul. If you want, I'll act like a whore to satisfy you... please... Rahilt..."

"Rashera."

"..."

"I couldn't help but love you."

"Yes...! That's right, you did!"

"I thought you were fortune's devotion, coming to me again with wings spread."

"Mmm..."

"Even if your heart leaned toward the First Prince of Carnar Kingdom. I only wished for your happiness. I merely dared to hope to be used as a tool."

"..."

"But there existed two miraculous people who stayed by my side with even more noble hearts."

I held the button in front of Rashera's trembling pupils. Perhaps my unwavering determination was conveyed, as Rashera's tears fell and disappeared, swept away by the rain.

"Now, let me ask again. Where do you think that miraculous child kept this?"

Rashera answered with features contorted from holding back tears.

"Oral cavity... inside the mouth..."

"Wrong answer."

"Ah... aah...!"


"Hmm."

This is quite troublesome. If I blindly crush her oral cavity for a wrong answer, it would be problematic. She wouldn't be able to answer my questions anymore.

I pondered deeply for an alternative.

The decision I came to was to extract all her teeth.

"Kahuk... kehuk...!"

Click. Crack.

"Eheek... haak..."

Crunch.

"Kak, kehek, hahak..."

Crack! Crack! Crack!

Her moist breath clung to my fingers. She desperately called out to me with tear-filled eyes. But her silent screams were swept away by the merciless force of the heavy rain.

Front teeth. Then canines. Slightly pointed wisdom teeth. And finally, the molars that would have chewed sweet pudding.

One.

Two.

Four.

Six.

Ten.

White, even teeth were sucked into the back of Rashera's throat. And as the gaps in her teeth increased, the memories I had with Rashera were gradually filled with emptiness. I felt Rashera's existence, which had been clinging desperately, become infinitely lighter.

"Hahu... hu... haak... heaa...!"

Even her rough breathing made me newly realize that pronunciation exists. With all her teeth gone, the blood clots pressed against the inside of her lips were stuck to her tongue and palate. It's not surprising that pronunciation is difficult in such a state.

"Rashera."

"Heaa..."

"I've given you a hint."

"Pleash... Rahilt..."

"Rashera will surely figure it out. After all, Rashera is smart."

"..."

It's useless.

Even begging for mercy won't work with this person.

Judging so, Rashera rolled her eyes downward. She seemed to be staring at her abdomen area, hidden by her chest. Then she rolled her eyes back to me.

After repeating this a couple of times, Rashera's body trembled violently.

Her lips moved.

But she made no sound.

Then what she said was a plea for her life.

"Pleash..."

I tilted my head.

A gesture of curiosity.

She herself would know best what I was curious about.

A long silence followed.

The heavy rain beat down on her mercilessly, stealing her body heat.

Perhaps her judgment was clouded due to hypothermia.

She opened her mouth as if giving up.

"Stomach..."

Rashera's very small voice was buried and disappeared in the heavy rain.

Only then did I narrow my eyes kindly.

"Correct answer."

Immediately after, I tore through Rashera's abdomen with my bare hands.

"Kuk..."

An extremely quiet death rattle emerged. It sounded almost like quiet sleep-talking on a soft bed, a quiet and low exclamation.

Savoring that breaking moan, I stirred Rashera's insides to my heart's content.

As ruthlessly and cruelly as when I had found the button by damaging Eshtiel's corpse.

Thinking only of Eshtiel, who had to suffer from her brother even in death.

I crushed and mangled Rashera's thread-like life.

"..."

The rain falls.

It endlessly soaks the earth.

The red blood that carried Rashera's life mixes completely with the rainwater and seeps into the ground.

Hoping that trace of life would reach the underground where Rodrick and Eshtiel sleep,

I watched the world perish.

The sky colored with tragedy was a cruel black.

Next ChapterWhoosh...

Rain poured down like a waterfall from the sky. There was no way to comfort myself by saying it was just the rainy season anymore. It felt as though the tears of sorrow shed by Rodrick and Eshtiel were consuming the world.

I stopped interfering with the marquis's household. Both the current Marquis Ruat and his household members were staring blankly at the same world I was. There was no point in making further threats. The world was heading toward destruction anyway.

They say that in ancient times, flood waters that formed the shape of a dragon were objects of reverence. If the same sentiment applied in this era, then this endless downpour would surely be a fearsome form of the apocalypse.

"It's cold..."

Drenched by the rain beating down on my entire body, I expressed my honest impression.

If just getting wet in the rain was this cold, how desperate must those two have felt as they fell asleep under freezing piles of snow?

I hated the world.

I hated the countless people who cursed us.

The final debt I had managed to find was darkness with no end in sight.

By this point, the vast sky felt like it was crushing my heart. Such layers upon layers of malice and misfortune seemed artificial. It felt as though fate was jabbing at me alone with a sharp blade.

"Now... I wish everything would just disappear."

I wished the world that hated me, this artificial fate—all of it would be washed away by deep, clear waters and disappear.

The rain carrying such wishes fell even harder.

I thought that at this rate, everything would end within a night.

As I was observing the horizon with a sense of resignation,
The final guardian in this collapsing world stood in my way.

◇

The middle-aged man had a massive sword strapped to his shoulder. The greatsword he carried was so enormous it was hard to believe a human could wield it.

Despite his age, his body was thick and firm, and his eyes shone with a harmonious mix of vitality and killing intent.

It was my father.

The conqueror of the continent. And the supreme ruler of the Bellonin Empire.

Harum Literion, the male protagonist of the previous work, descended before Rahilt.

"Stop this."

The first thing my father said was a brief request.

"The people are suffering. This artificial downpour must be coming from your authority as a child of the dragon."

"..."

"Please stop. If you turn back now, I'll overlook both your revenge against the marquis's family and the current weather anomalies."

"Stop, you say."

Rahilt turned his gaze toward my father with an infinitely empty expression.

"That's... impossible."

"No, you must do so."

The next statement from my father's mouth was an intimidation filled with frost-like intensity.

"If the rain doesn't stop, I'll have no choice but to kill you."

"That would be fine too."

Rahilt conjured black clouds in his palm.
Though small, it was unmistakably a fragment of the Dragon's Authority.

"If I die, that would be a kind of liberation for me."

"I take it there's no room for compromise."

"..."

Rahilt let the persistent sound of heavy rain answer for him. My father looked at Rahilt with pitying eyes and lifted his enormous greatsword with one hand.

"This is the first time we've fought directly since I drove out the deposed emperor. I'm getting to the age where my knees ache in this kind of rain. I had hoped to put down my sword for good... but I have no choice."

The aging emperor of the empire took his stance, exuding a mountain-like presence.

"From now on, I will subjugate the last remaining dragon in the world."

Watching my father who had completely steeled his resolve, I could only hide my face and hang my head.

'No... this way...'

They say Rahilt eventually destroyed the world. If so, the outcome of this fight was already determined.

My father's inevitable defeat.

His body had been eroded by the passage of time, making him ill-equipped to face the child of the dragon, and time was still visibly carving away at his flesh even in this moment.

'This is... too cruel.'

Rahilt, trying to destroy the world and himself.
My father, risking his life to stop him.

However their karma had become tangled, they now faced each other like destiny. The two of them—none other than the current emperor and the child of the deposed emperor.

Thump. Thump.

My father lightly stomped his feet in a peculiar stance. He bounced very low off the ground while tilting his greatsword far behind him.

Whoosh!

In an instant, my father threw himself like a bullet, propelled by the ground reaction force.

His speed was in the realm of sound itself.

It didn't seem like the old body of someone carrying an impossibly large greatsword.

Before a single raindrop could touch the ground, my father reached point-blank range. His greatsword drew an artistically straight line like lightning, vertically slashing at Rahilt.

"Hmm?"

Swish.

Black clouds rose and exerted physical force. Gathering like a shield, they blocked the greatsword by a hair's breadth.

"Impressive."

More precisely, it seemed to have blocked it.

Crack!

Rahilt's black clouds—the Dragon's Authority—were a power beyond human comprehension. However, the conqueror of the continent had similarly transcended human limitations and understanding.

The black clouds crumbled before overwhelming strength. Then, like a dam suddenly bursting, my father's greatsword charged forward with his full might.

Crash!

The earth split apart.

The ground sank from the impact. And the Marquis Ruat's estate, which had been in a direct line with the slash, was erased to the extent of the aftershock, replaced by emptiness.

"...Ah."

Rahilt let out a faint groan.

Splatter!

Blood gushed and trickled down his body.

He turned his gaze to where the blood was spraying from. At the end of his indifferent gaze lay his left arm, severed from the shoulder and rolling in the mud.

"Rian...!"

Why?

Wasn't the ending supposed to be Rahilt winning and the world being destroyed? Yet he so easily lost his left arm to my father?

That was hard to understand, but even more incomprehensible was Rahilt's numb attitude despite losing an arm.

Perhaps because he was a child of the dragon, his blood clotted unnaturally fast. Even with an arm severed, his bleeding time was extremely short. Even my father seemed quite bewildered by this.

"...It's still not too late. Please stop this disaster."

"..."

"Until now, no living being could have handled you. Without worthy opponents, you'd have had no reason to train."

"..."

"Above all, you're just a human with dragon's blood flowing through you, not actually a dragon. Yet you're causing such disaster while facing me—I declare it impossible."

Now I understood.


The reason my father was confident he could handle Rahilt.

Murder and destruction are fundamentally different categories.

Murder simply requires inflicting fatal wounds and ending a life.

Even if Rahilt had the power to destroy the world, he would still die if his neck was cut or he lost too much blood. And my father was the world's greatest master in that regard.

Though he couldn't prevent world destruction, he could at least kill one powerful human. That was the premise my father had been working from.

To my father, who had gained such overwhelming advantage, Rahilt said:

"I understand."

He nodded his head.

"From the beginning, this was a gamble. Whether you could kill me faster, or I could destroy the world faster."

"You...!?"

"Since I've lost an arm... I should catch up too."

Rahilt slowly raised his right hand. Then very slowly, he clenched his fist.

Even my father couldn't understand the meaning and hesitated to act.

It was a fatal misjudgment.

Spark, crackle!

Sparks flew in the black, rain-filled sky.

Once sparked, they spread exponentially fast, coloring the entire sky. Like carp multiplying as they swam through clouds.

By the time the sky over the island was covered in sparks, it was already far too late.

Flash!

A thousand lightning bolts flickered across the land.

Before one could even blink, the island lost its function and burst into flames. Thus, countless lives perished without even knowing what had happened to them.

Disaster.

It was truly a fitting concept.

Boom! Rumble...

The sound of thunder belatedly hit our eardrums.

Until that moment, my father was still staring at the island swept by lightning with a dumbfounded expression.

Insane.

That was probably the thought shared by both my father and me.

I know how much goodness Rahilt possessed. I also remember the kindness he consistently showed to me and Eshtiel.

I never imagined he would become a reaper harvesting others' lives in an instant.

Meanwhile, my father also knew Rahilt's true nature.

It's not easy to fight within the framework of society when you possess the power to sweep away the world. Even if he harbored malice, it stemmed from the inherent goodness that made Rahilt inefficient.

Therefore, the current Rahilt must have gone mad.

He had lost his humanity due to excessive betrayal and loss.

That had transformed Rahilt, who had been living as a human, into a dragon.

"Ah...!"

I reached out to them. But my flailing hand was immediately blocked by a barrier created by fog and lost its way.

"Fog already...? Why!?"

Faced with this incomprehensible phenomenon, I quickly looked for her who could provide answers—the black dragon who controlled negative emotions inside Rahilt.

It was while I was looking around briefly.

A woman's voice faintly reached me.

[This is a sign that the child is awakening.]

"Are you saying Rian has been in a coma all this time?"

[How else could something like this be possible without losing consciousness?]

"..."

Though I didn't fully understand, it seemed somewhat correct. I supposed it could be understood as something similar to materializing a dream.

[Be careful.]

"What?"

[You shouldn't focus on defeating him. If you can somehow just weaken him, I will...]

...

......

"Hello? Mother-in-law? Hey...!!!"

No answer came.

In the end, I could only wait for the thick fog to clear and reveal the surroundings.

◇

"Kanarin!"

"Luca, Serin!"

"You two... you're safe."

After the fog cleared and we returned to the royal palace of the Carnar Kingdom, we were able to find each other quickly. In fact, we had been wandering just a few steps apart from each other.

Serin asked straightforwardly:

"Did you two also see it? Rian's past?"

"Yes. I did."

"...Yes. Very clearly."

Luca gritted his teeth.

"So, what we saw was the future that Rihardt... no, Rahilt was originally supposed to experience, right?"

"That's right."

As expected, Luca, knowing about Kanarin's possession situation, accepted it quickly.

"And that person Rashera... no, that woman had an affair with my brother."

'Come to think of it, she was said to have feelings for the first prince of the Carnar Kingdom.'

No matter how I looked back on it, Rashera's actions were disgusting. Serin had to invest a long time in finding peace of mind.

At that moment, a familiar sound brushed Kanarin's ear.

Ding!

[Semi-Final Quest: Surviving the Original Work has been terminated early.]
[Point calculation: Knight Commander Ruslet's thoughts = 100000pt, Princess Seriniel's thoughts = 600000pt]
[Warning: No completion reward due to early termination.]

Ding!

[Entering Final Quest.]

.
.
.

[Final Quest: Purification of the Kingdom]
[Overview: The goal is in sight. Defeat the final boss—Rastali the black magician who devours grudges—and save the kingdom.]
[Dungeon: Requirements to enter the contaminated main hall have been met.]

"The main hall...!"

Kanarin let out a shrill cry. Luca noticed that Kanarin's status window had been updated.

"Is Rastali in the main hall?"

"Yes, it seems so."

"...Let's hurry."


Serin spoke in a low voice, emanating coldness.

Having witnessed Rahilt's past with her own eyes, she felt urgent. Additionally, the black dragon woman's meaningful words were concerning.

Strangely, there were no black magicians on the way, which was puzzling.

They should have preserved at least half their forces, yet they didn't show even a hair.

Either way, it seemed fortunate. Once Rastali was defeated, the lesser black magicians would surely surrender.

Thus, the three were able to reach the main hall quickly without any interference.

Ding!

[Dungeon: Do you wish to enter the contaminated main hall?]
[Yes/No]
[Warning: Once entered, you cannot return.]

Kanarin, Serin, and Luca exchanged glances with each other.

There was no turning back now.

With their opinions unified, the three finally pushed open the massive doors of the main hall.

Creeeeak...!

"Is this the main hall... where Rian is?"

More precisely, it was the space where Rastali, who had imprisoned Rahilt, would reside. Therefore, Kanarin and Luca did not deny Serin's words.

"...It's quiet."

"Rastali isn't here."

Luca and Kanarin pointed out the strange aspects in turn.

If Rastali's massive black magic were present, their instincts should have warned them as soon as they opened the doors of the main hall.

It was puzzling that there had been no black magicians on the way here, and everything seemed strange.

That's when it happened.

Ding!

[Causality is being adjusted.]
[Causality is being adjusted.]
[Cau. sal. i. ty. is. be. be. being. adjusted.]

Ding!

.
.
.
.
.
.
.

[Final Quest is being deleted.]

"...What?"

Kanarin was shocked.

Before she could analyze the situation, the surrounding landscape suddenly changed.

Everything was colored in an eerie red, as if sticky blood was oozing out from all directions. It caused such physiological discomfort that Kanarin nearly vomited.

The anomaly didn't end there.

Step.

Step.

Footsteps could be heard.

A woman emerged from the secret space hidden behind the throne.

"Kuhuk..."

The woman coughed up blood. Half her body weight splattered across the throne, staining the floor beneath her feet crimson.

The three carefully examined her disheveled appearance before finally recognizing her.

"Rastali...?"

Kanarin, who had been wary of her since reincarnation, was the first to identify Rastali.

Rastali, barely focusing on Kanarin and her companions, opened her mouth with difficulty.

"These... madmen... what the hell... did you bring...!!!"

The moment Rastali exclaimed.

Splat!

A black sword pierced through her chest.

The life drained from her face as she hung like a skewer.

Rastali met her end without even properly closing her eyes. Her corpse rolled down the stairs lifelessly.

It was a futile death.

The vast black magic Rastali had boasted seemed like an illusion.

The life of the woman who should have been the final boss of the story was extinguished. Then who was the one who killed such a powerful woman?

Step.

Step.

Footsteps were heard again.

Everyone initially thought they were Rastali's footsteps, but that was a misconception.

Step.

Step.

He appeared from the secret passage behind the throne.

"Ah...!"

Serin exclaimed.

Golden hair that shone as if wrapped in authority. Aquamarine eyes reflecting the sea under a clear sky. And a mask covering the entire front of his face.

His features were unmistakable.

"Rian!"

Just as Serin's face brightened and she was about to run toward him.

"Serin, wait...!!!"

Kanarin stopped Serin with a face that had turned pale blue.

And for good reason, as an anomaly occurred that warranted throwing oneself to block it.

It couldn't be helped.

Ding!

[Cau. Cau. sality. is ad. just. ed. ed.]
[Causality is. being adjusted.]

Ding!

[Retrieving deleted Final Quest.]
[Final Quest changed.]
[Final Quest: Purification of the Kingdom -> Final Quest: Salvation of the World]

Ding!

[Encountering the final trial.]
[Boss: Rahilt, Child of the Deposed Emperor]

[Overview: Survive.]

......!!!

The moment Kanarin grabbed Serin's wrist.

Plop.

Drip.

Ominously cold rain began to fall.

Next Chapter"Hey... I think my friend's eyes have gone crazy. That's not just my imagination, right?"

Luca backed away hesitantly. He was in complete denial of reality. Having directly experienced Rahilt's power in the mental realm, Luca wished the current situation was just a dream.

"After being thoroughly soaked in the corruption that was trying to contaminate the minds of the entire kingdom... wouldn't it be stranger if his eyes hadn't gone crazy?"

Kanarin faced reality and continued speaking while watching Serin's reaction.

"Besides... this is no time for even joking around."

It came to them instinctively. The current Rahilt was not in his right mind. It was clear that his poor condition since entering the royal palace was due to the pervasive Black Magic.

Kanarin and Luca had predicted only that much, but Serin was different.

Having spoken with the woman, Serin knew. The pervasive Black Magic had stimulated the negative emotions that the black dragon had been suppressing.

The current situation was the result of the corruption source and suddenly erupted negative emotions driving Rahilt to madness.

"...We have to stop him. Somehow."

Serin made a heavy decision.

"We have no choice... but to fight."

If they couldn't stop Rahilt, a national-scale disaster would claim lives. Rahilt, having lost his humanity, would be robbed of his chance to fit into human society.

And waiting for the rampaging Rahilt was another of the world's injustices. His father - Harum Literion - younger and more powerful than in the original story.

The end of that path is destruction.

Rahilt would die bearing the sin of killing countless lives.

Everything would disappear without any meaning to his birth in this world.

That must not happen. It absolutely cannot.

The time to preserve Rahilt's goodness is limited to right now. Somehow they must find a way to stop him for the path to a happy ending to open.

So, with reddened eyes, Serin pleaded with Kanarin and Luca.

"Please help me..."

Whether as the Imperial Princess or as a reincarnator, her position was useless in this situation.
She had to rely entirely on the mercy of these two people who could be effective immediately.

"Help me bring Rian back..."

To this, Kanarin and Luca immediately responded in one voice.

"Of course I'll help. I was the one who called for Serin to help the kingdom in the first place."

"I'm also an accomplice. Whether I like it or not, I've formed a bond of friendship with Rahilt..."

Besides, he never expected to become friends with a real dragon's child. Saying this was also to his benefit, Luca added playfully.

"...Thank you. Both of you."

Serin expressed her gratitude softly.

The direction of their subsequent actions was completely settled. With that thought, Kanarin made a quick decision.

"Open point shop. Sort parallel ability list!"

[Retrieving information from the parallel world.]
[What would you like to purchase?]

Kanarin's selection was swift.

"Saint Yashasmisha's dimensional freezing ability - Space Closure. For the main building range."

[Calculating points based on time.]
[500pt will be deducted per minute.]

After the system's notification was inscribed in the air.

The walls emitted a bright light. Geometric light rays were inscribed in space, blocking all contact from the outside. From this moment, the main building was a sanctuary that would not collapse even if disaster struck.

"Now don't worry about the outside... feel free to go all out."

Kanarin's declaration was the signal to begin.

Luca pulled out a small twig from inside his clothes. Soon, the humble twig gathered light and transformed its shape.

The twig's true identity was a staff about the length of an adult's arm.

It was a divine object that continuously circulated mana between the body and the air. Originally, it should have belonged to the original female protagonist in the story Kanarin had read.

Whoosh!

Fire ignites in the air.

White-burning arrow-like flames aim at the opponent.

An elemental arrow with heat compressed beyond common sense.

Creating coordinates through the path of mana, he shoots.

Fwaaah!

The seemingly small fire arrow transforms into a massive flame demon as it targets Rahilt and engulfs him.

There was no way it would work.

Rahilt's Pou was the Dragon's Authority containing infinite torrential rain. Fire was the most insignificant element.

That's why he threw it. Even knowing it would be neutralized.

Pssshhh...!

The ultra-dense water evaporated, creating thick steam.

Completely obscured vision.

Outside Rahilt's perception, Kanarin leaped high.


"Inventory full release - Skill activation."

About 10 years.

The period during which she had been carrying out the main quest.

Though it ended futilely with the invitation of Serin and Rahilt, the weight of time remained intact.

Collected weapons, acquired abilities, possessed skills. Everything was the trajectory of Kanarin's life.

And now, the numerous weapons and skills she had gathered shine.

"Steel Rain!"

With that, Kanarin abandoned the embarrassment of having to shout technique names.

Kiing!

Particles of light combine to form substance.

Dozens of weapons rained down from the air centered on Kanarin toward the ground. The target was the child of the last dragon in the world. The seed of world destruction.

It was truly a sea of blades.

Steel and edges surged forward, surrounding death.

Kuguugung!

The wind blew.

The steam scattered under the massive air pressure, revealing the reality of the scene.

Shaaaaa...

The area around the throne, which was densely packed with weapons like a hedgehog's back, was devastated. However, Kanarin immediately had to adjust her falling trajectory by kicking off the wall in mid-air.

"How can such a thing exist...!"

She had seen it in the mental realm too, but it was truly an arbitrary power. Rahilt, surrounded by Pou, had blocked the rain of weapons too perfectly. It made her wonder about the Emperor's strength who had cut down such power.

At that moment, sparks flew from the Pou surrounding Rahilt.

Crack, fizzle.

Kanarin's pupils dilated. She hadn't even touched the ground yet, making evasion impossible.

"Status window...!"

She opened her status window belatedly, but it was too late.

A chilling sensation ran down her spine.

Just as she tightly closed her eyes thinking this was the end.

Flash!

Lightning struck. Like natural lightning, it pierced through a straight trajectory before one could even blink.

"Huff... huff..."

Kanarin breathed roughly. It was because she had held her breath for too long due to extreme tension.

Her condition was fine. Kanarin looked up at her savior who had rescued her at the critical moment.

"Serin..."

"Are you okay?"

"Yes. Thanks to you, I'm alive."

As a human, one cannot be faster than lightning. But if prediction is possible, nothing is impossible to avoid.

She had already seen it once in the mental realm. Lightning always comes with the precursor of flying sparks.

"As long as it's not lightning, there's no attack we can't avoid. Pay attention to the sparks in the clouds. You too, Second Prince."

"Okay, I will."

"Understood. But you know..."

Sweat dripped down Luca's temple.

"Sometimes that doesn't matter."

The ceiling of the main building turned black. Sparks flew from the ceiling filled with Pou. The sparks, spreading like jumping fish and rapidly accelerating, signaled impending disaster.

Fizzle, crack. Crackcrackcrack!

Just before dozens of lightning bolts were about to pour down, Kanarin showed her quick thinking.

"Sort parallel ability list! Saint Yashasmisha's one-time portal ability - 1m range!"

[Calculating points based on distance.]
[300pt will be deducted.]

"Luca, you can avoid it yourself, right!"

"Damn, do you even know how difficult spatial magic is...!"

There was no room for complaints in the seconds that determined life and death.

Kanarin deployed the one-time portal above her head. And aimed the exit portal in Rahilt's direction.

At that moment, dozens of lightning bolts poured down.

Flash! Kwaaaaa!!!

The lightning that poured down on Kanarin and Serin traveled through the portal and struck directly at Rahilt. Luca, who had barely warped the surrounding space, also focused lightning toward Rahilt.

Crack, fizzle.

The Pou scattered. It seemed to be an unexpected counterattack even for Rahilt.


Catching his breath, Luca muttered in disbelief.

"Is this really something humans should be capable of...?"

Rahilt's lightning was on a different level from a sorcerer's lightning magic.

Often, those unfamiliar with magic mistakenly think lightning magic is invincible. This is because lightning literally boasts a speed beyond human perception.

However, unlike natural lightning, magical lightning was quite slow. It was natural because the sorcerer had to continuously guide the lightning after generating it and directing it along magical coordinates.

If one simply scattered lightning, it would approach natural lightning, but then one couldn't guarantee their own life either. Therefore, from Luca's perspective, Rahilt was like a god who could freely control natural lightning.

Thud.

Footsteps were heard.

From beyond the vision obscured by lightning, Rahilt revealed himself. It was difficult to estimate how much damage he had taken just from his appearance.

"Support me."

Serin said.

Serin, who had been strangely passive since Rahilt was the opponent, stepped to the front. It seemed her long internal deliberation had concluded.

Bang!

Serin stomped her foot. The physical abilities inherited from the Emperor's bloodline exploded.

Simultaneously, Kanarin also picked up a spear and followed behind Serin, while Luca floated and aimed his staff at Rahilt.

With his back against the wall, Rahilt was in a dilemma.

'If we're going to do this... with the resolve to kill...!'

Serin steeled her heart.

To harbor killing intent toward Rahilt. It was an atrocity that couldn't be done in one's right mind.

But Serin was not arrogant. She couldn't stop Rahilt while harboring the soft and flimsy hindrance called consideration.

Only with the resolve to kill could she even touch him.

'Reach him...!'

Enough to make her mother-in-law jump in surprise.

Hoping that Rahilt would snap out of it and grasp happiness.

Serin twisted her body in the low air with desperate desire.

Immediately after, a spinning kick accelerated at ultra-low altitude struck.

"Riaaaan!!!"

"...!"

Rahilt instantly deployed Pou, but Serin's acceleration was too fast.
Therefore, the thinly deployed Dragon's Authority was defeated by technique and brute force.

Kwaaaaa!!!

Dust rose. Due to the destructive aftermath, Rahilt was buried in fragments of Pou and dust clouds.

"Haap...!"

Right after Serin's strike, Kanarin threw her javelin. And Kanarin's javelin flew toward Rahilt through Luca's magic, drawing an unpredictable trajectory.

The spear Kanarin threw was an ice spear.

When thrown, it instantly freezes the surroundings of the target, making it highly lethal.

Perhaps because his vision was sealed, Rahilt couldn't block it in time, and cold air raged around where Rahilt had been.

Crack!

The place where the spear was stuck froze like a glacier.

Perhaps it was a success.

Hope flashed through the minds of the three.

The moment they realized that hope was just a flimsy illusion came soon.

Drip.

Drop.

Raindrops fell.

Not from outside, but inside the main building.

"Ah..."

A groan was heard.

It was from the direction where the ice had frozen.

Despair pierced both temples, sinking hope.

Crack, clang!

The ice shattered, and the cold remnants scattered like snowflakes.

The frozen moisture turned a brilliant golden color, showing off its beautiful hue. Indeed, Rahilt's golden hair was the legacy of the deposed emperor, famous for its beauty.

He opened his mouth for the first time since the battle began.

"Continue... I will continue..."

He was still trapped in the past.

"The aftermath of the bet..."

Next ChapterPlop.

A liquid separate from the rainwater flowed down to the ground. The red liquid seeping naturally into the red carpet created a surreal scene.

It was blood. The blood of Rahilt, the dragon's child, and no one else.

In the mental world, a large amount of blood had gushed out when the Emperor severed Rahilt's arm, but that feat was only possible because the opponent was an anomaly who betrayed the natural order.

Originally, Serin and his companions shared the goal of stopping Rahilt. However, deep down, they didn't expect to be able to wound him. After all, the opponent before their eyes was a living disaster who could incinerate thousands of lives with a single gesture.

'Is it... actually possible to defeat him?'

A common hope began to rise again in their minds.

Looking back at the situation, there were numerous anomalies on their side as well.

The Emperor who had overwhelmed Rahilt—Serin, who had inherited his physical body. Then Kanarin, who wielded the cheat known as the Status Window. And finally, Luca, who had achieved enlightenment by twisting a fate that should have ended in death.

They could hardly be dismissed as an ordinary lineup.

That's why Kanarin felt relieved inside.

'Perhaps... I won't need to use the final measure after all.'

Kanarin had resolved to pull out the card she had kept sealed away when faced with the crisis of total annihilation. Even if it meant being condemned as a human being and accumulating enormous resentment.

At least it would be better than the end of the world.

'Besides... as Serin said, we're people of justice.'

She couldn't face Serin, who had readily shown goodwill simply because they were from the same hometown, if she gave up so easily. Therefore, Kanarin strengthened her resolve once more.

Step.

She moved her foot forward.

She repeatedly retrieved the ice spear into her inventory and summoned it again, returning it to her hand.

"Parallel Ability - Space Closure Release."

Crash!

With those words, geometric light rays shattered like glass and scattered into particles of light.
The damage to the surroundings could be severe, but if the downpour inside continued, everyone would drown.
Therefore, Kanarin's choice was a forced destiny.

Whoosh...

The surreal phenomenon of rain falling indoors continued.

It was cold.

Serin deliberately turned her palm upward to feel the chill of the falling raindrops.

The dark clouds stretching across the ceiling, the humid and damp air—everything seemed like the world as Rahilt saw it.

She thought that if the black dragon's thoughts hadn't suppressed Rahilt's negative emotions, this is what the world he experienced would have always been like.

"Rian."

She called out, knowing her voice wouldn't reach him.

"Whether it's the source of corruption or black magic... they're really just excuses, aren't they?"

From the beginning, suppressing negative emotions wasn't normal. After all, it meant that for the sake of the world's safety, one person's deficiencies were forcibly imposed.

The peaceful daily lives of people around the world were achieved at the cost of Rahilt's deprivation.
Despite that, he was persecuted by the world and ultimately driven to be used and discarded.
As someone whose humanity was carved out for the sake of others, Rahilt was truly the rightful avenger against this world.

"From Rian's perspective, perhaps everything is finally falling into place."

Everyone who had pointed fingers at him would change their attitude. They should rightfully kneel in awe, begging and pleading for mercy. Even if Rahilt were to fall into a sinister delight from this, what could the perpetrators and bystanders say?

"Still, I'm going to try to stop him somehow."

I know what kind of person Rahilt is.

I understand better than anyone his foolishly kind and unbelievably innocent nature. If such a Rahilt were to wield the blade of vengeance against the world, what would remain at the end would be nothing but terrible emptiness.

"I'm much more selfish... than Rian might have guessed."

That's right.

The emotions Rahilt would feel at the end of his revenge can only be guessed at. In the end, you only know by trying.


Yet Serin acknowledged this desire to stop Rahilt as selfishness.

"I just can't live without you."

At first, it was sympathy for her favorite character.
Next came curiosity about the favorite character who had become reality.
Behind the curiosity was admiration.
After that, it was an obsession and stubbornness evenly mixed with those three elements.

Eventually, as time passed, the favorite character she finally faced was far too different from the fantasy she had held inside. Every moment of conversation felt unfamiliar.

Because of that, she quickly came to accept Rahilt not as part of a creative work, but as a human being.

"You probably don't know this, but I can only breathe freely when I'm with Rian."

Even her parents felt like part of a creative work, making her life awkward.

It was difficult to truly love two people who possessed the past she had seen and acted as she had seen them act. The exception might be her younger brother Tesser, who had a relatively minor role.

While living such a life, she met Rahilt. Him, who essentially shared only a name with the original work.

That must have been when it started. The time when she gradually began to feel that this world was real.

When she first met Rahilt, she admits she liked the favorite character Rahilt, not the human Rahilt.

But now she simply likes him. She likes this person whose ears turn red at the slightest action.

"So... I need to somehow pull Rian into my world."

She doesn't know how to push to pull.

She just keeps pulling and pulling, and won't be satisfied until she's pulled him close and kept him tightly by her side.

"Don't tell me you didn't expect this when you treated me that way. If anything, it's all Rian's fault."

She takes her stance.

She focuses all her attention on Rahilt's every small movement, preparing for what comes next.

For your sake.

As they observed Serin pouring out her heart, Kanarin and Luca simultaneously made the same assessment.

If the direction of emotions wasn't mutual, she would certainly make a thorough spectacle of herself.

◇

In a corridor of Duke Rupenter's Estate.

"Ugh..."

Twitch!

A little girl's tiny fingers moved.

Once the wave of consciousness surged, the connection happened instantly.

Forcing her heavy body to awaken, Eshtiel's eyes snapped open.

"What...?"

Ugh.

Eshtiel sat up, wobbling. She quickly glanced around.

In the distance, several servants had collapsed as a group. And right beside her, Arhan, who had been playing with her, had lost consciousness and fallen.

Eshtiel became frightened.

It felt as if the ghosts that had only been rumors might actually appear and take her away. Just like Rodrick who had tried to kidnap her brother.

So Eshtiel gently shook Arhan, who was at least somewhat reliable, trying to wake him.

"Wake up... hmm? Wake up..."

After poking him for quite some time, Arhan's eyebrows twitched. Eshtiel's face brightened momentarily, but it was a false hope.

Maybe she should slap his cheek.

But that would be bad. Her brother said you shouldn't hit people. He said if there was ever a need to hit someone, he would do it for her.

"Hnnng..."

So Eshtiel abandoned her decision to avoid disappointing Rahilt. Instead, she decided to search the mansion to see if anyone else had woken up.

There was no one to stop Eshtiel as she pattered about without manners. That's because she was the only person moving normally in the mansion she was roaming.


Soon tired and giving up, Eshtiel expanded her search range to the outside.

"These stairs are too many..."

At least that's how it felt to Eshtiel as she ran down them. She had to be careful going down because the stairs were quite high.

A moment later, after descending the stairs with extra caution, Eshtiel discovered an old butler collapsed near the front door.

She should leave him alone since waking him would be useless. But Eshtiel's steps soon came to a halt.

That's because he had given her five candies this morning. Five candies, when her brother only allowed two per day!

This was a major issue for Eshtiel, who completely ignored her brother's advice that too many sweets were bad for her.

"Mister."

So Eshtiel tiptoed over and shook the old butler's body.

"If you sleep on the floor, your back will hurt. When I sleep on the floor, it's cold and hurts too."

Oh, what else was there?

"Your mouth will get crooked too."

She shook his body with all her might, but again, no miracle occurred. The old butler still showed no signs of waking from his sleep.

"Hmph... nothing I can do."

For nutritional supplementation, Eshtiel put her soft hand into the old butler's pocket and rummaged around. She felt the touch of three or four hard little objects.

"These are my payment for trying to wake you up."

The identity of the objects she had seized from his pocket was candy. It was an item that the old butler, who had fallen for the cuteness of the little guest staying at the Duke's estate, always carried.

Eshtiel immediately unwrapped and ate one of her seized candies. Now she felt like she was getting some nutrition.

Energized by the sugar, Eshtiel pushed open the front door of the Duke's estate with all her might.

"Huff... there...!"

Indeed, the power of candy was amazing, allowing her to easily push open the heavy door. However, as the saying goes, there's always another mountain to climb—the trial given to her wasn't just stairs and doors.

Whoosh...

Rain was falling.

The raindrops were quite thick, far beyond the level where one could avoid getting wet by running quickly.

"What should I do...?"

As she looked up at the sky, resentful of the rain.

Eshtiel's gaze shifted toward the direction where clouds were gathering.

The palace.

That was the place where clouds were unnaturally gathering.

Eshtiel had witnessed such a phenomenon before.

"Rahilt brother?"

Yes. It was certain.

She was sure he was there.

Her brother could do anything. Surely he would be able to solve this strange phenomenon in no time.

Gulp.

Eshtiel swallowed hard.

Looking at the slightly weakened raindrops due to the clouds gathering over the palace, she made a bold decision.

Eshtiel then put all three remaining candies in her mouth, rustling their wrappers. It was the best energy charging she knew how to do.

"Let's go, I can do this."

Now her preparations were complete.

Let's go.

Through the rain.

To that place where her brother is.

Next ChapterThe black clouds begin to transform.

They gather together, forming six distinct weapons.

Sword, blade, spear, axe, hammer, and dagger.

The various weapons wait eagerly for Rahilt's command.

A slight movement.

The master of the Authority flicked his index finger.

Whoosh!

The dagger flew through the air. It moved freely through the void like a fish with smooth scales.

Its target was Luca.

Though the sorcerer might not pose a critical threat, he was skilled at driving others into crisis. Eliminating Luca first would make purging the others easier.

Despite his loss of reason, Rahilt made the optimal decision.

'So fast...!'

Even to manipulate space required precise coordinate settings. But the dagger's final destination was unpredictable as it darted through the air.

So Luca raised the earth in a dome shape, surrounding himself on all sides. The earthen wall was thick enough that the dagger couldn't penetrate it.

In that instant, Serin noticed Luca's misjudgment first.

'The rest of the weapons... can't just be for show...!'

Thump!

Serin kicked the ground.

As if confirming her judgment, the hammer formed from black mist hovered in the air directly above Luca.

The moment Rahilt's index finger dropped—

CRASH!

The black hammer fell with unnatural acceleration.

"Tch."

Only someone like her, whose physical strength far exceeded normal humans, could block something like this. Understanding this instinctively, she kicked away the black hammer.

Bang!

The impact against her foot sounded like a cannon blast.

Above the deflected hammer, the sword, blade, and spear floated, surrounding her from all directions.

Rahilt controlled the weapons' performance like an orchestra conductor.

'I can't dodge this...!'

The advantage of shadow swordsmanship wasn't its destructive power, but its ability to execute movements beyond human limitations. That's exactly what was happening now.

Multiple weapons curved through the air with threatening trajectories. There was no way to counter each one.

So Serin made a quick decision.

"If I can't dodge... then head-on...!"

Boom.

She pushed off the ground forcefully with her feet.

She fixed her gaze forward. The menacing weapons emanated an ominous black energy.

At that moment—

Whoosh!

The flying dagger grazed Serin's shoulder. Red blood sprayed for an instant, but Serin's feet continued moving forward.

Luca and Kanarin were shocked by Serin's reckless behavior. And as if to extinguish this feeble flame completely, the massive hammer fell toward Serin's crown.

CRASH!

"No...!"

"Serin!"

It was reckless. She should have sought cooperation instead of charging ahead alone.

Just as Kanarin and Luca held their breath—

Boom!

The sound of rolling across the floor echoed.

It was the reverberating sound from Serin's strength.

Supporting the black hammer with her right arm and steadily advancing, Serin looked like a divine warrior descended from heaven.

That abnormal determination sent chills down the spines of those watching.

And the intense determination condensed in her eyes was the source of the awe she commanded.

"...Let's go, Luca!"

"Mm!"

The reckless judgment to receive attacks head-on while advancing—a strategy only Serin could execute, having inherited the Emperor's body that had once overwhelmed Rahilt.

It had been a long battle.

If they didn't end it now, they would have no choice but to resort to their final measures. Kanarin was certain of this.

Grrrr.

The ground shook violently.

Luca's magic worked to remove the hammer Serin was carrying with a rising floor. Immediately after, Kanarin leaped toward the five rushing weapons.

"Skill activation - Dance of the Celestial Maiden."

[Assist mode activated.]
[Correcting movements of user: Kanarin Rupenter.]

Whoosh!

Kanarin's body tilted almost horizontally. Like metal drawn to a magnet, the ice spear danced elegantly at her fingertips.

There were no gaps in the beautiful trajectory drawn by the crystallized snowflakes. Moreover, the weapons with cloud-like properties had poor compatibility with the ice spear.

Kanarin landed on the ground after blocking all the incoming weapons.

"It's not over yet!"

If the weapons were held by human hands, the situation would already be resolved. But those floating in the air could scatter and gather in an instant according to Rahilt's will.

"Run, Serin! And Luca, cover her!"

"Yes!"

"Got it!"

Kanarin and Luca took positions on either side of Serin. They were injured and defended against the black weapons that cut, stabbed, and struck down, desperately clearing a path for Serin to run.

Splash.

Blood sprayed along the way.

A faint trail of blood, diluted by rainwater, stretched in a straight line toward Rahilt.

"Haa... haa..."

Rahilt's figure was right before her eyes. Serin advanced through the trials step by step over the short remaining distance.

She deflected the swimming dagger and avoided the spinning blade.

Thump. Thump. Thump!

At the end of her relentless charge, Rahilt drew closer.

Just as color returned to Serin's face—

A sharp spear plunged down with tremendous force and speed.

Whoosh!

In response, Serin let out a battle cry.

"Haaaap!"

She committed the insane act of countering a blade with her fist.

A strike delivered with faith in the dragon emperor's body. And a feat accomplished through determination that temporarily numbed her sense of pain.

And the extraordinary usually overcomes the ordinary.

Thwack!

The black spear scattered and dissipated into cloud form.

"Riaaaaan!"

CRASH!

She jumped with all her might. Spinning like a top, she wrapped her entire body in the familiar rotational sensation. She loaded merciless power into the centrifugal force.

Spinning back kick.

The destructive technique she had honed since her previous life bared its fangs.

That's when it happened.

Crack, crackle!

Sparks flew from the black spear—now transformed into cloud form—that had been shattered by Serin's fist.

An ominously familiar precursor.

Kanarin and Luca were too busy blocking the remaining weapons.

"No!"

Screams erupted from the group.

There was no way the airborne Serin could avoid it. Nature's fastest disaster would mercilessly pierce Serin's chest.

Then a bright light filled the entire main building.

Flash!


"Ah...!"

Kanarin let out a sharp cry.

Lightning that could split even an ancient tree in two struck Serin, forcing Kanarin to squeeze her eyes shut.

Boom, rumble...

Thunder arrived belatedly. Even then, Kanarin couldn't bring herself to look at Serin.

"Cough!"

A coughing sound was heard.

The source was—right in front of Rahilt.

The final destination Serin had reached through sheer determination.

The smell of burning flesh filled the air. Torn and singed clothes fluttered. Yet her eyes remained unbroken. They consistently held a straight path directed solely at Rahilt.

That heart—bearing fruit that was by no means in vain,

"Haaaaaaap!"

Her full-powered technique struck Rahilt's body.

CRASH!

Rahilt fell, dragging along the ground.

This opportunity couldn't be missed. She needed to pursue him to the end and render Rahilt incapable of fighting.

Knowing this better than anyone, Serin tried to move her body, but—

Sizzle!

Her entire body tingled.

The aftereffects of being directly hit by lightning crawled through her body. It seemed her immature body couldn't handle the lightning's aftereffects.

"Narin unnie... Second Prince...!"

She wanted to ask them to handle Rahilt in her place. Just as she was about to convey this, Serin's heart sank.

They were still busy dealing with the weapons threatening them from the air.

Which meant—

"Rian is still...?!"

Serin quickly got up. Having pushed her body to its limits, she staggered heavily.

Bad premonitions always come true with chilling accuracy.

Rustle.

A familiar figure rose from the debris, dusting himself off. He too was staggering. It would be strange if Serin's full-powered kick hadn't had any impact.

After all, even though she was young, Serin was the blood of the man who had been Rahilt's natural enemy.

"Haa..."

A labored breath escaped. From Rahilt's mouth—something she never thought she'd hear.

Crack, crackle!

The weapons that had been darting through the air disappeared, scattering outside the main building. All three people focused their gaze on Rahilt at this strange occurrence.

Eventually, he spoke.

"Yes... I didn't need to defeat you..."

Rahilt was following the same pattern as his wager with the Emperor from that time.

"I just need to destroy everything first."

Boom, rumble!!!

The earth shook.

Everyone lost their balance and stumbled at the tremendous scale of the vibration.

At first, they thought an earthquake had occurred. They were filled with despair, wondering if the Dragon's Authority controlled not only the sky but the earth as well.

The moment they realized this was a misjudgment came soon.

Grrrrrr...

A strange floating sensation filled the interior. The first person to guess the cause of this unknown floating sensation was Luca.

"This is insane, surely not...!"

Luca immediately rushed to the window. And right away, he witnessed the cause of the situation.

"Huh..."

Clouds filled the space below the main building. And the clouds exerting physical force were tearing the main building away from the palace and soaring leisurely into the sky.

"Is anything really possible for you...?!"

Perhaps because it required an enormous mass of clouds, the cloudy world all around had cleared, with dense clouds forming a circle only around the main building. This was probably why the weapons formed from clouds had disappeared.

Serin, Kanarin, and Luca were all dizzy from an experience they'd never had before.

They were at an altitude they'd only seen from airplanes in their previous lives.

Kanarin wasn't one to leisurely observe and share impressions. With Luca's help, she clearly observed the abnormal formation of the clouds.

Layer upon layer of stratocumulus clouds with a burning white color. And even the raised central part.

Soon, fear rose in her eyes.

"Is this... a supercell?!"

Supercell.

A form of thunderstorm and a type of cumulonimbus cloud. The most dangerous disaster among thunderstorms observable by humanity.

In the past, when a supercell descended on Mumbai, India, it reportedly resulted in a record 944mm of rainfall in a single day.

It might be a consolation that it typically has a short duration, but a supercell created by the Dragon's Authority wouldn't be bound by ordinary meteorological laws.

"Dangerous... this is...!"

The true value of a supercell isn't its rainfall that far exceeds common sense.

A supercell is itself an excellent breeding ground for tornadoes and a disaster that mercilessly scatters giant hailstones. Moreover, it can induce hypothermia by rapidly lowering the temperature.

Even its scale was abnormal. Its presence was far more majestic than an ordinary supercell.

At this rate, the end of the world would become reality.

Even the Emperor, the guardian of providence, couldn't reach this high in the sky.

Kanarin had to make a decision.

She had to kill Rahilt herself, whom she had drawn in out of her own greed, in Serin's place. Even if it earned Serin's wrath, it was better than the end of the world.

So, Kanarin quietly opened her mouth.

"...Point shop open. Sort parallel ability list."

[Loading information from parallel worlds.]
[What would you like to purchase?]

There was no need to deliberate. It was already decided. She needed to summon the strongest to end this situation.

But she couldn't easily move her fingers.

It was because of Serin, who had called her "unnie" and sincerely offered a helping hand.

...The blame would be entirely on her.

"I'll use..."

Just as Kanarin was about to complete her order—

Ding!

The status window sent an unprecedented notification.

[Warning, intervention. In. Inter. Vention. Is. Is. Happening.]

"What...?"

The status window's warning ended there. And controlling her heightened emotions, Kanarin waited for the next response.

.
.
.
.
.

Ding!

[Remove the clouds.]

A message that showed a stark contrast to the status window's businesslike tone.

[If you do, I will, surely...]

Static, crackle.

The status window blurred and produced noise. It seemed like a reaction to the end of the intervention it had warned about.

Gulp.

She swallowed in her dry throat.

Someone was seeking help. A being with power so extraordinary that it could intervene in the status window...

Her decision was quick.

"Serin."

"...Yes."

"I'm going to remove the clouds now."

"Is that possible?"

"Yes."

"That's a relief."

The news that they could delay the end of the world caused by Rahilt was certainly welcome. But Kanarin's expression remained heavy.

"But I won't be able to come back up here. Neither will Luca."


Luca is needed for the cloud removal operation. Only Luca could cast the magic to support her in the air.

"Can you handle it alone?"

Kanarin asked for her opinion, though she thought it was impossible. Even though some powerful being had shown the way, there were still no certainties.

Yet Serin smiled.

"If not me, then who?"

Regardless of how it happened, it was Serin herself who had wanted to get involved first. Then the results stemming from the cause were entirely her own responsibility. At least, that's how Serin saw it.

So Serin let them go without hesitation.

"Go, Narin unnie."

"...Yes. Let's definitely meet again."

After their brief farewell, Kanarin shouted.

"Luca! Jump down!"

"Wh-what?"

"Hurry, grab me!"

"What's going on, damn it...!"

Without time to stop her, Kanarin jumped out of the main building's window, and Luca caught her, wrapping his arms around her waist.

Whoosh!

The air created an explosive noise as it rubbed against them. So loud that even Luca's voice right beside her was muffled.

"Luca, levitation magic!"

"I can't hear well!"

"Oh, I said use levitation magic!!!"

"Ah...!"

Only after she shouted directly into his ear did Luca finally understand. Light particles overflowed from his staff.

They regained peace of mind as the gravitational acceleration and air friction decreased instantly.

"Phew..."

Kanarin moved her fingers into the air.

"Point shop open. Sort parallel ability list."

Ding!

[Loading information from parallel worlds.]
[What would you like to purchase?]

"I..."

She gazed at nature's fury crafted by the Authority. It was the worst weather disaster, formed by clouds that had gathered from across the horizon, piled layer upon layer.

The Dragon's power, impossible to counter with human strength.

Then, this side too had no choice but to break through with the strongest that shatters providence piece by piece!

"I'll use all my points."

[Warning: Once your balance reaches 0pt, you will never be able to open the status window again.]
[Warning: All weapons and skills you've accumulated so far will be completely destroyed.]
[Despite this, user: Kanarin, do you wish to spend all your points?]
[Do you wish to return to being an ordinary human?]

The warning is long for once.

It was a warning she'd heard since she started the first main quest. She couldn't have forgotten such devastating side effects.

It would be a lie to say she wasn't regretful.

But Kanarin made her decision without a moment's hesitation.

"I was an ordinary human to begin with!"

[Yes/No]

Among the binary choices, Kanarin's finger touched Yes.

She uttered her final command.

"Implement the Destroyer Irelphi Yustiha's slash - World Cleaver!"

[Correcting movements of user: Kanarin Rupenter.]

Light gathered.

It was white like the brilliance of the moon and blue like a lake reflecting the sky.

The light, descending like a blessing, transformed into a pure white ceremonial sword that fit perfectly in Kanarin's hand.

"One Sword Startles the Stars."

She quietly recited.

With one slash, draw forth the admiration of the stars.

The ultimate slash becomes a concept of phenomenon itself. An offensive beyond biological cognition. It was the remnant of a woman who had destroyed the world as a pure human.

"World..."

Kanarin drew the miraculous sword that seemed to divide the world into heaven and earth.

"...Cleaver!"

Whoosh!

After the intense sound of cutting through the void, both Kanarin and Luca felt as if light and sound had vanished from their senses, dissolving into emptiness.

In such a world, something approached. Simultaneously, awe spontaneously arose, making their hair stand on end.

In a world where even time seemed to stop, a four-legged beast with spread wings licked Kanarin's forehead with a majestic appearance.

[Thank you.]

It was the divine beast.

It had exactly the same appearance as the adult divine beast depicted in the original work.

"Ah...!"

The moment the divine beast licked her forehead, vast information flowed in like a panorama.

From the female protagonist being killed by the black magician to the divine beast, with only its soul remaining, attaching itself to her as the kingdom's only anomaly.
The divine beast, surviving this way, remained with Kanarin in the form of the familiar game system.
Afterward, it absorbed the power of defeated opponents, granting strength in the form of points.

And spending all the points meant drawing upon the divine beast's power down to its soul.

[Thank you for bearing our fate in our place.]

Only when the clear tone tickled her ear and faded away did the scene before her eyes find its place.

"Ugh...?!"

"Kanarin!"

"It hurts... it hurts, it hurts, it hurts...!!! Ughh...!!!"

"Get a hold of yourself, Kanarin!"

It was the recoil.

The burden placed on her body from drawing upon power beyond her capacity trampled Kanarin's entire body.

While supporting the unconscious Kanarin, Luca looked at the disaster refined by the Dragon's Authority.

"Did we... fail?"

Just as Luca was about to judge—

Crack.

A single crack was drawn in the void. As if cutting through space itself.

The moment he witnessed this strange phenomenon, Luca's survival instinct rang alarm bells.

"Damn...!"

He canceled the levitation magic. Instead, he used air magic to accelerate their fall. His instinct urged him to get as far away from that crack as possible.

That premonition was exactly right, and Luca witnessed a miracle of the mortal world with his own eyes.

Whoosh!

The massive mass of clouds was sucked into a single crack. As if an endless vacuum existed beyond the crack, it greedily devoured the Authority and disaster.

Moreover, infinite updrafts were generated around the two-dimensional fissure, creating a massive storm.

"Kanarin..."

He had to protect her. Somehow, he had to safeguard the woman who had saved his life in childhood and gifted him a life.

He had seen it several times before. The one-time portals Kanarin had drawn through the status window.

It was a mysterious principle. He had never asserted that he could implement it, but...

"Even if it's impossible, I have to do it, right?"

His staff emitted a wondrous light.

He imagined the ability he had rehearsed many times.

Spatial magic isn't in the realm of impossibility. He had operated it several times before, and the Mansion of the Sorcerer itself had its entire space curved.

Fix the coordinates and connect the spatial passage. That simple task had become an incomprehensible realm passed down for generations.

"I can... do it...!"

At this moment, the extra who had twisted the fate of the original work shattered the realm of the incomprehensible.

Swoosh.

A surface rippling like a pond. Beyond it, Luca threw himself in, embracing Kanarin.

◇

Meanwhile, at the point when Kanarin had just set out to remove the supercell.

Serin, loosening her tingling ankles, called his name.

"...Rian."

Next ChapterI watched as he gathered his charred body, observing him as he sank into darkness.

Rahilt. A person born carrying an unblessed bloodline, forced to live a life manipulated by malice.

I wished for his happiness. With that hope, I took the place beside him. Without even asking the opinion of the person concerned.

Would he be unhappy?

I, who am not Rashera, am not the best for you but the second best. Or perhaps even lower than that.

If you had formed a relationship with someone else, this outcome wouldn't have happened. Instead of the tempting position of imperial princess, if you had been the daughter of an ordinary lower noble, your life might have been more peaceful.

When I sink into such thoughts, my heart aches. Because it feels like my selfishness is causing Rahilt unnecessary pain.

"Haah..."

Rahilt exhaled with a wheezing breath. Though that appearance was extremely unfamiliar, it wasn't unreasonable.

Even with his immense power, Rahilt is human. A special human with the Dragon's Authority. That's all.

This man wielded a massive disaster and engaged in fierce battle. As his father said in the past shown by the black dragon, Rahilt is far from the concept of invincibility.

He too is ultimately a human who collapses when exhausted. It's just that his limits are so incredibly high that one can only look up in awe.

Swoosh.

Black clouds rose up.

Just as I had seen several times during battle, they shaped themselves into a sword perfectly suited for Rahilt.

Just as I was tensing up again.

Crack!

The black clouds scattered in all directions.

"Ah...!"

It wasn't a feint.

He must be at his limit.

Like someone falling from a pull-up bar due to insufficient grip strength, it was clear that his power had reached its limit. And Rahilt's bewildered finger movements further confirmed my certainty.

I don't miss that opportunity.

"Haaaap!"

I throw a punch as best I can. My legs are stiff, perhaps from being struck by lightning. They won't rise properly right now.

As Rahilt tries to counter with martial arts.

Stop!

His elbow freezes firmly just before reaching me. Saved by this inexplicable phenomenon, I deliver a straight punch.

Kwang!

'Ha...!'

Watching Rahilt surrounded by a dust cloud against the opposite wall, I rubbed my face dry.

'I... held back.'

I simply couldn't deliver a heavy blow against him in his weakened state. After pursuing and tempting him so persistently, it felt too shameless to subdue him with force so easily.

I know it's excessive sentimentality.

I'm aware that if Rahilt regains his strength, it would only burden him with more sins.

I've never felt such a stark difference between reason and emotion. I felt like I was going mad.

Still, I had to act. If someone had to do it, it had to be me. At this point, it was a responsibility that only I could bear.

Boom!

With trembling legs, I stomp the ground. Cold wind brushes my cheeks. I launch myself toward Rahilt, who is just emerging from the dust cloud.

"Ugh...!"

I forcibly lift my leg. To finish this properly, I needed to use my feet. High-level techniques like spinning kicks were impossible, but a simple roundhouse kick would have enough power.

Rahilt calmly prepared his response.

Rahilt lowered his stance like a beast stalking its prey. Then he charged straight at me.

He was agile.

His speed was astonishingly fast, almost impossible to react to. It seemed absurd that he still had this much energy left.

"Ah..."

Just as Rahilt was about to strike.

Stop!

Once again, Rahilt's movements froze as if turned to ice. And the result was allowing a kick that mercilessly sent his body flying.

Thud-thud-thud...!

"Rian!?"

I reached out instinctively. I couldn't help it after Rahilt's incomprehensible behavior.

"Why..."

I was too perplexed to even think of pursuing him. I couldn't understand why Rahilt had stopped his attack.

Did he lack survival instinct? That couldn't be.

It was almost as if Rahilt's true nature was showing through.

When that thought occurred to me, I arrived at one hypothesis.

'... Could it be.'

I reviewed the battles fought since reuniting with Rahilt. Things had been so urgent and threatening that I hadn't noticed anything strange at the time, but looking back, there was something off.

Despite taking numerous hits, Rahilt had never moved directly. He had only launched attacks using his power, never once striking directly himself. Even though attacking personally would have been much more threatening.

'Is it... instinct?'

Perhaps even as he was consumed by madness and buried in the darkness of the past, he was desperately resisting from within.

I clenched my fist.

Even if it was just speculation, it didn't matter. When everyone was betting their fate, I had no reason not to bet mine as well.

So I ran.

I moved with all my strength toward Rahilt, who was trying to get up again.

"Riaaaan!!!"

And so I threw myself at Rahilt.

"Haa... haa... haa..."

I breathed heavily. I must have used up a lifetime's worth of courage.

The result of that courage was, as you can see, successful. Rahilt and I ended up in an ungainly heap on the floor, our bodies overlapping.

I grab both his hands. I sit on his waist, putting my weight on him.

Rahilt didn't resist.

More precisely, he seemed to be desperately controlling himself from resisting.

Judging by his meaningless twitching, there was no doubt.

"Rian... Rian... Rian...!"

I don't know what to say. Having finally reached you at the end of this self-inflicted karma, I have no idea what more I should do.

Now that I'm face to face with Rahilt's blue eyes, immersed in sadness and hatred, all the words I wanted to say have been completely erased from my mind.

I fall into deep contemplation.

What story should I tell, and how should I tell it so that it will reach your ears? Not knowing makes me feel self-loathing.

After considering various possibilities, what comes out is self-deprecation.

"I can't... do anything, can I, Rian?"

Am I an idiot? Why am I saying this? I'm not even being sarcastic.


"Of course you can't. With our bodies pressed together like this, whether you shoot lightning or stab me with a weapon, you'd be hurt too..."

This isn't right.

I should say something that would reach deeper into his heart.

"... I'm sorry."

And so I ended up apologizing.

"To only be able to show my true feelings when we're alone like this, with your mind in disarray. I guess I'm pretty pathetic."

Yes, let's begin.

The confession of our story.

"This might be really hard to believe... but I'd appreciate it if you didn't laugh."

After biting my lip, I finally spoke.

"I first got to know you a very long time ago. In a world where I used the name Serin, the name you always call me, rather than Seriniel... that's where I first saw you."

The fragments of the past that I had gathered formed a complete picture. Though it's time to forget, memories of those relatively happy times kept circling around me.

"'Taming the Child of the Deposed Emperor.' It was a novel with a really blatant title. Honestly, it was terribly boring. The female lead was that bitch Rashera, the male lead was none other than you, and I was the villainous noble lady. What kind of crappy, stupid novel was that..."

"..."

"But I kept reading it. Even though it was suspicious, I couldn't help it because my favorite character was you, who had been just a few-line extra in the previous work. When I heard that you would appear as the male lead in the sequel, how could I not read it?"

"..."

"But it was really pitiful. The you I was watching deserved to be loved more than anyone, but you kept following unworthy women and becoming miserable. What was that, really? Are you a pushover? Why, why, why did you do that? Couldn't you have been a little more suspicious... No, wait. If you had been suspicious, would it have only hastened the end of the world? At the very least, I wish you could have escaped on your own and lived well..."

"..."

"So I always wished for your happiness whenever I read it. That day too. For someone like me, whose only joy in life was seeing you once a day, I got a notification. Telling me to hurry and see you. So I put on some calm music and tried to enjoy a bit of happiness, but then the world turned upside down. That was my last moment."

The memory is still vivid. The truck loaded with cargo, the pedestrian shouting to get out of the way. Even the drunk driver I glimpsed as I was flying through the air.

I felt so wronged that tears streamed down my face.

I had successfully retaken the entrance exam and was just about to enjoy campus life... joining clubs like everyone else, enjoying romance, and living life to the fullest...

... To lose all of that in an instant.

"But when I realized that the life I gained afterward was in your world, it felt like fate. I even got excited, wondering if I had been reincarnated to make my favorite character happy. By the way, that excitement is still ongoing."

I had no idea that excitement would only bear fruit 19 years later. I could stamp my feet on the ground in frustration at the wasted years.

"But looking back, I wonder if it was pointless excitement. If that bitch Rashera had just been quietly buried and you had lived your own life, none of this would have happened. It's all because of my greed... my shabby greed..."

Plop.

Drip-drop.

Droplets fell.

Not cold raindrops, but warm tears. Tears knotted with self-blame and self-loathing rolled down my cheeks and fell onto Rahilt's mask.

Should I tell him? Am I allowed to speak? I hope Rahilt won't resent me when he knows everything. Because I fear his hatred as much as I fear his sadness.

This is my first time conveying such a precious, heart-wrenching feeling. I could only stammer, afraid of the rejection he might offer.

Even so, my overflowing feelings inevitably leaked out, breaking through my fear.

"I like you. I, I like you a lot, Rian. I liked you before you even met me. More than you could imagine."

Now I find it difficult to imagine a life without Rahilt by my side. From the moment I met you after drinking the poison developed by Rashera's family and being kidnapped. Yes, from that moment, I clearly had to draw you into my world.

"It must seem strange. Honestly, how long have we really known each other? We've only spent a few months together, yet I feel this strongly. You're too kind to ask such questions, but you might be wondering about this inside. I know that too, which makes me feel embarrassed..."

Somehow I felt drained. A sense of exhaustion dominated my body, making me lie in Rahilt's arms.

"Ha... I'm glad you're not in your right mind. We both would never have said these things if we were fully conscious. I'm so tired after saying just this much..."

Now I don't care about anything. My body won't move. The best I can do is overlap my body with his to prevent Rahilt from resisting.

But even that small role was short-lived. The time when our body heat was shared soon came to an end.

Whoooosh!

A storm blew. The clouds that had been overturning the sky were sucked into an unidentified space and disappeared. It was clear that Sister Narin had stopped the disaster Rahilt had unleashed.

"Kuk...!?"

The world turned upside down. The crimson clouds supporting the main building had disappeared. What would happen next was obvious.

Through the inverted window of the main building, Rahilt was thrown out. If my intuition was correct, his consciousness had flown away. It must be related to the complete disappearance of the clouds he had been controlling.

At that moment, dark energy flowed abundantly from Rahilt's entire body.

It was Black Magic.

The cloud that Rahilt had been controlling took the form of a dragon and drove out the Black Magic. My mother-in-law had expelled the Black Magic from Rahilt's weakened interior.

It was over.

Now if we could just properly save Rahilt, it would be a happy ending. Even if memories of a future that might have happened remained, we could overcome them. Because he is my one and only male protagonist.

Without hesitation, I abandoned the main building and fell into the sky. And I accelerated by lying my body in the direction where Rahilt was falling. I felt tremendous air resistance as the cold air created friction.

I must reach him. Reach Rahilt.

I stretch out my hand. And somehow grab him.

... I need to grab him.

My consciousness blurs. The journey that had pushed me beyond my limits several times obscures my vision, tearing at my mind.

'... Ah. This... shouldn't happen...'

As the sun shone brilliantly from the center of the world, my body passed through the clouds and fell helplessly.

I can clearly see the ground with my eyes.

Everything from the partially destroyed palace to the people waking from their long sleep and milling about in confusion was clearly visible.

Without being able to keep them in my sight until the end, I gently closed my eyes.

"Oppaaaaaaaaaa!!!"





I heard that child's voice.

The voice of my happiness, whom I had longed for even in my dreams, cried out pitifully.

The voice of the little girl holding me back from a past I could no longer return to clearly awakened my sunken consciousness.

I can feel it. The wind, the cold air, the sensation of falling, and the precious warmth floating around my body.

I roll my eyes. I move my gaze up, down, left, and right, searching for the owner of that warmth. And in the midst of two colliding memories, I found her vividly positioned.

"Seriniel..."

No, that's not it. That's her name, but not her name. She had another name. The name she first taught me was clearly what made her who she was.

She was an enemy. But she's not an enemy. I'm still confused, but there's no room for doubt. She was part of the happiness that came to me without hesitation. Therefore, I called out her name forcefully as she fell with her consciousness fading.

"...... Serin!!!"

The ground is rapidly approaching. I must grab her hand.

I will never let go again. Losing happiness like fine sand slipping through my fingers is an experience that is excessive even once. I have constantly sworn that if happiness takes shape before my eyes, I will never let it go.

And now is the time to keep that oath.

I reach out my hand. Physically, the distance of one arm's length won't close. My mind is distorted. As the possibility of losing Serin so futilely becomes clearer, my heart is cruelly twisted.

Please, please, let me reach her.

Please allow me to protect this connection that I must never lose again.

"Someone... please...!"

As if responding to that wish, a familiar voice calmly resonated.

[It's a farewell. From me, and from the past as well.]

A favorable wind blew. A strong wind pushed my back, helping to close the distance with Serin. Saved by that inexplicable favorable wind, I corrected the scattered connection.


Grab!

Finally, our hands clasped. And the distance to the ground had truly reached its limit.

I tried to use Pou to absorb the impact, but it was in vain. The black clouds that had gathered with difficulty maintained their form only briefly before disintegrating.

No. This can't be. We can't end everything like this.

[My, what a high-maintenance child.]

Someone spoke as if chiding me. And at that moment, the scattered Pou manifested in the form of a dragon and coiled into a long spiral.

Serin and I fell directly onto the coiled dragon form, and just before hitting the ground, we sank gently onto the surface as if lying down on a bed.

Feeling the lost sensation of floating, I breathed heavily.

"Haa... haa..."

I picked up Serin, whom I had protected by a hair's breadth. She looked beautiful even in my confused state of memory. I wasn't sure about many things, but one thing was clear. What I needed to do now was to check if Serin was safe.

"Serin, are you alright? Wake up. Serin...!"

"..."

"Please. Open your eyes...!"

"Ugh..."

As if responding to my call, Serin made a groaning sound.

Eventually, she blinked her half-open wolf-like eyes, as if to prove her usual toughness.

"Wow... is this a dream? Rian and I are standing on the ground."

"... It's not a dream."

"Then does that mean Rian has returned to his senses?"

"I don't understand what you mean... but I am in my right mind."

"Ah... you don't remember."

Somehow Serin's face seems to have become slightly grim. But the look in her eyes, mixed with both grimness and relief, created a disharmony.

"It's really disappointing if you don't remember... I feel like I should at least get a corresponding reward to be satisfied. Really..."

"Reward, you say?"

"Ah, forget it. Anyway, it's the same again and again. Whenever I try to open my mouth, Rian can't wait and preemptively says no. It's really mean. But don't misunderstand... I'm not trying to gaslight you, it's just that after all this trouble, it's sad, regrettable, and unfortunate that I can't get even a tiny reward..."

Serin, who had been rattling on, suddenly had round eyes. Then her lips trembled, her hands came up to her lips, and she let out a low exclamation.

Thud.

I dropped the mask that had served its purpose onto the lawn. As I did so, my eyes gently closed and opened, savoring the outside air that felt refreshing after so long. Meanwhile, Serin didn't take her eyes off me for a moment. As if watching a well-crafted play.

"Is today... some kind of national holiday I don't know about? I feel like I'm about to achieve enlightenment."

That was the first impression she expressed after maintaining a long silence. For some reason, I felt embarrassed and drooped my face toward the grass.

There was a scent of wild grass. I couldn't easily distinguish whether it was the scent of well-trimmed grass or Serin's scent.

What mattered was that Serin, permeated with the scent of wild grass, was flashing eyes that seemed to have become a wolf to the bone, making it difficult to deal with her.

"... Wow, I'm really regretting this. Maybe it would have been better if no one knew. Just walking down the street gets me entangled in a love drama, and now I'm getting entangled in it too."

"I don't... understand the meaning."

"You don't need to. No, just never know for your entire life. Better yet, don't even think about knowing."

"..."

"How is even keeping your mouth shut so picturesque? Hmph..."

This is troublesome. I'm worried about how to get the broken Serin back to normal.

No, wait. Was Serin originally this kind of person? I might just be confused because the Serin I know and the Seriniel I knew don't easily overlap.

"Sigh... Rian."

"Yes, Serin."

"Please put me down now."

"Will you be alright?"

"I want to ask the opposite, is Rian alright? I think there's someone you want to see more than me..."

"Serin...?"

That's when it happened.

Just as Serin had boldly claimed, a piece of happiness I had been desperately missing came running.
That piece was a little girl who shamelessly had tears and snot all over her face.
She, my one and only little sister who had pierced her own stomach and torn her insides with her own hands, was moving her short legs energetically.

"Oppaaaa! Hueeeeeng..."

"Eshtiel...?"

"Oppa, oppa... where did you go... I was really scared... hic... everyone collapsed... everything was creepy... and Rahilt oppa disappeared..."

"... I'm sorry. I'm sorry, Eshtiel..."

"Hic. Hueeeeeng!"

"Eshtiel, I did wrong."

Yes, I had done many wrongs to Eshtiel. Whether in the memories of the vanished world or in the memories of the world I'm living in now...

"Are you sorry?"

"Yes."

"Are you reflecting?"

"I'll reflect."

"Then grant my wish."

"Tell me anything."

I was prepared to comply without hesitation even if she asked me to lick her shoes. Faced with such determination, Eshtiel imposed a trial as formidable as the final wall descended upon the human world.

"Then from today, I want to eat ten candies a day."

"..."

"Rahilt oppa?"

"..."

"... Okay... nine candies."

"..."

"I get it... I'll eat eight..."

"..."

"..."

"..."

"Hueeeeeeeng! I hate you, oppa! I like daddy better! Hic... hueeeeeng!"

"E-Eshtiel...!?"

"Pft, pfuhehe, ahahaha!"

"D-don't laugh, Serin...!!!"

"No, really, ha... how can a person not change at all... ha... kuk, khup..."

Seriously... how are the people around me so accustomed to putting me in difficult situations?

I looked up at the blue sky with a dejected heart.

Warm sunlight poured down from the clear sky after the rain had stopped.

That sky, from which the colors of tragedy had been erased, somehow felt unfamiliar yet welcome.

Without realizing it, I smiled.

Next ChapterIt was a bright day with an impressive clear sky.

I knelt down and humbly bowed my head at Duke Rupenter's Estate.

I belatedly realized that an excessively serious incident had occurred while I was unconscious.

If not for Serin, Luca, and the duchess, I would have gone down in human history as a mass murderer by now. Additionally, I would have met my end with a sword embedded in the reigning emperor of the time.

In that sense, the three of them were my lifesavers.

"I truly... thank you...!!!"

But from the perspective of the three people receiving my apology, my response seemed awkward. Soon, Serin was the first to express this strange discomfort with her delicate lips.

"No, well... Rian became like that while trying to save me..."

Saying she should be the one apologizing instead. Serin left a brief self-reproach.

Then Luca and the duchess also lifted me up with embarrassed faces.

"I'm the one who dragged you into my personal affairs in the first place. I'm in no position to say anything."

"Yes, Rihart... no, should I call you Rahilt now? Anyway... as royalty of this country, I should be the one kneeling before my savior."

Eventually, Luca knelt before me. Unable to just watch this, I quickly stood up and stopped him.

After forcibly lifting me up, Luca wiped his cold sweat and joked.

"Phew, things will be busy for a while. The country will be in chaos. Who knows how long it will take to investigate officials who were brainwashed by the black magician and remove tumors both large and small."

"I've lost my emotional abilities too, so there will be many inconveniences."

"So what if you don't have them? You still have spear skills worthy of a martial arts family."

Apparently, spear techniques were martial arts that the duchess had learned through her own efforts. Even though she had lost her mysterious abilities, it seemed her efforts hadn't been in vain.

"...Still, I didn't know I would feel such a sense of loss."

"Kanarin..."

Luca couldn't readily comfort her. He could only fidget with his hands, contemplating appropriate words and actions.

However, feeling that he couldn't just dwell on stories with people standing before him, Luca offered us:

"Rahilt. And Your Highness. If you wish, I'll provide convenience for your return to the Empire."

"Convenience?"

"Yes, I've learned a useful spatial magic for this occasion. You can reach the Imperial Palace from here in one leap."

Then Luca added:

"It's thanks to you, Kanarin."

"Thanks to me?"

"Yes."

"I see..."

At Luca's words, the corners of the duchess's previously gloomy expression turned slightly upward. Then the duchess pinched Luca's cheek lightly and scolded him.

"You always choose the most annoying things to say. Someone lost their abilities, while someone gained abilities thanks to me. Are you stupid?"

"Ugh, Kanarin...! That hurts!"

"If it didn't hurt, there would be no point."

"Such value isn't necessary... ow...!"

Though it looked like she was reprimanding him, the duchess seemed happy. Serin watched them and let out a quiet laugh. I also quietly laughed, feeling a strange sense of peace from their everyday interaction.

That's when the bickering pair simultaneously focused their gaze on me.

"It's like reconfirming, but my friend was truly born with a face that defies common sense."

"I thought the mansion was brightening up just from your brief smile."

"Sorry Kanarin, could you close your eyes? It's becoming scary in many ways."

"Why are you treating someone like pornography? And I'm scared too, thanks to a certain someone who will protect the country from future calamities."

Luca nodded in understanding at Kanarin's statement. Unable to comprehend the meaning, I simply kept quiet.

"Ha... haha."

Serin just laughed without saying anything. But her eyes formed a horizontal line, which was slightly frightening. If there was something she didn't like, I wished she would give me a hint beforehand.

Just as the situation was becoming awkward:

"Brother Rihart! Sister Serin!"

With perfect timing, Eshtiel came down the stairs. Behind her, the duchess's younger brother was looking at us with a face full of regret.

I naturally picked up Eshtiel.

"Did you finish saying goodbye?"

"Yeah, they said we'll see each other again soon."

"You made a friend, I see."

"Yep! I just need 98 more to reach 100!"

"...Who's the other one?"

"Brother Tesser?"

At Eshtiel's innocent remark, two people were simultaneously shocked.

"What?!"

"What did you say?!"

They were Serin and the duchess's younger brother, Arhan.

Especially Serin, who was so surprised that she stammered while making eye contact with Eshtiel.


"You're friends with Tesser, Tiel?"

"Yes. He took really good care of me."

"That indifferent child...?"

Serin seemed to find it hard to believe. I wonder what her younger brother's usual behavior was like to elicit such a dramatic response. Perhaps when we return, it would be better to investigate before allowing their association.

Meanwhile, the duchess's younger brother, Arhan, was experiencing his own despair.

"I wasn't the first..."

A dejected murmur flowed out, but unfortunately, it was too quiet to reach the innocent Eshtiel's ears.

After finishing our farewells, Serin requested the spatial magic that Luca had offered.

"Hmm, I'll accept the 2nd Prince's kindness. Would you deploy the spatial magic?"

"Oh, of course. Both of you, come here."

Luca pulled out a branch from his waist. Immediately, the branch absorbed particles of light and transformed into a large staff, fitting perfectly in Luca's hand.

"Now, here we go."

Vast magical power circulated inside the mansion. The magical wave surrounding him was strong enough to shake the frames hanging on the walls.

Shwoop.

Eventually, the magical power gathered in a circle and tore through space in the form of a pond. Everyone present gazed in admiration at the rippling surface of the space. Eshtiel was especially amazed, poking at the spatial ripples and exclaiming.

"Wow... so cool."

"I did well, right?"

"Yes."

"Then can I pat your head once?"

"I'd like that."

Eshtiel extended her head toward Luca. At Eshtiel's behavior, Luca fell into ecstasy and stroked her head, forgetting the passage of time.

And so, our farewell filled with lingering attachments concluded.

We waved our hands to bid a final farewell to the Duke's Estate and stepped into the rippling space.

...

......

In the corridor of the Rupenter Estate, now quieter after the three people departed for the Empire.

There, Arhan, Kanarin's younger brother, quietly grabbed the hem of Luca's clothes.

"...Brother Luca."

"Arhan? What's the matter?"

"I want to learn magic."

"Hmm, first I'll look for a suitable magician as a teacher..."

"I want to learn from you!"

Arhan, uncharacteristically interrupting and passionately requesting. With his years of experience, Luca couldn't help but guess the reason behind Arhan's passion.

"Y-y-you naughty little kid. Are you that envious of getting attention?"

"That's not it at all!"

"Then what is it?"

"Ugh... it's not that!"

Arhan pounded on Luca reproachfully. Unable to ignore the request of his prospective brother-in-law, Luca finally made a promise.

"First, take a magic aptitude test, and if you're deemed suitable, then I'll seriously consider it."

"Really?"

"Would I give empty promises to Kanarin's family?"

"...I'll trust you, brother."

"Yes, yes."

This day became the starting point of Carnar Kingdom's secret history.

The birth of a great magician who would succeed the King of Carnar began in this way.

◇

After returning to the Empire in an instant through the portal, I parted ways with Rahilt for a while. I thought he needed some time to reunite with the family he had lost, especially after confronting his past regrets.

Of course, before that, I made something clear to Rahilt.

That I had known all along that he was the child of the deposed emperor. Just as he immediately recognized me as the Imperial Princess when I was kidnapped.

Naturally, he was very surprised. But he didn't pry more than necessary. I thought it was very characteristic of Rahilt.

I wish he would remember that messy confession from back then. Since he literally went crazy, he says his memory is completely gone. He even seemed to have forgotten the very existence of Rastali, whom he had executed.

Yet he still remembered his tragic past end.

It was a result that added to the sadness in many ways.

But he himself just brushed it off, whatever he was thinking.

"Sigh... I don't know. I'm busy dealing with my own situation..."

Meanwhile, I also had someone I needed to confront in my own way.

The male and female leads who killed Rahilt's parents - my parents in this world.

There were many opportunities to bring it up, but it was difficult to readily mention Rahilt in front of my two parents who cherished and welcomed me. And now, two days later, I knocked on the door of the office where both parents were present.


Knock knock.

Permission to enter was granted immediately.

"Come in, Seriniel."

"I'm coming in."

I sat in the arranged chair and slowly looked at both of them. Their expressions showed curiosity about what their daughter was being so serious about.

I can't postpone this any longer.

I spoke directly.

"I have something to talk about regarding a man you both know well."

◇

My heart was full.

The Elenot Estate located in the Empire. There, a piece of my past that I had once lost was staying.

"Finally home!"

"Are you happy, Eshtiel?"

"Yeah. So happy."

"Even though you hid all the way in the kingdom because you disliked home?"

"Umm, that was then, but not now."

"Why?"

At my brief question, Eshtiel proudly puffed out her chest.

"I've gained enlightenment. Running away from home is damn hard. From now on, home is my favorite."

"Your language... your language..."

I wonder who taught her such vocabulary. Even though the mercenaries used rough language, I had created an environment for Eshtiel to see and hear only good things...

Just as we opened the door to the mansion:

"You're back."

Rodrick casually greeted us.

He must already know that a huge commotion occurred in the Carnar Kingdom. His indifference, as if seeing someone returning from a neighborhood stroll, was very like Rodrick.

At least, until he noticed the dramatic change.

"Hey, you crazy bastard, what happened to your mask?!"

"I threw it away."

"What, what did you say? No, no. You can't be that senseless... No one has seen your bare face yet, right?"

"Hmm."

I informed him of what I could remember.

"The 2nd Prince of Carnar Kingdom, Duchess Rupenter, and Serin... and passersby we encountered on our way here. Just about that many."

"Fuck!!!"

He violently cursed. I reflexively covered Eshtiel's ears and spoke calmly.

"The child can hear you, Rodrick."

"Oh, what idle nonsense is this beautifully crazy bastard babbling about?! Pack your bags right now, damn it...!!!"

"It's okay. It's okay, so calm down."

I added a word to Rodrick, who was stomping his feet.

"Father."

At that moment, time stopped. More precisely, only Rodrick's time unnaturally paused.

"You...?"

Rodrick made a metallic sound and staggered with his whole body. Eventually, he tripped over his own feet and fell with a thud. Moreover, his face, settled with shock, was so unfamiliar that it seemed like he was in a trance.

"I'm back, Father."

"..."

I gently embraced Rodrick, who had collapsed on the floor.

I see. So this is the warmth he has. Rodrick's body.

I didn't know in the past.

I regretted not knowing the warmth due to the unbridgeable distance. Then the last time I held him, what I felt was the coldness of rotting flesh.

Now I had no intention of hiding anything.

"I'm back..."

And so I stupidly repeated the same words over and over.

"I'm back..."

From the distant future.

And from the distant past.

"I'm back... Rodrick, Eshtiel."

Perhaps sensing something from my inexplicable behavior, Eshtiel also approached and joined our embrace.

Earnestly hoping that if this was a dream, it would never end.

I recited the same words over and over to the miracle that had come like a blessing.

"I'm back..."

Next ChapterAfter the affairs in the Carnar Kingdom were settled, winter came in full force.

As the new year approached, a strange heat rose in people's eyes. Though the new year came every year, the anticipation that never seemed to grow old appeared to be human instinct.

Many events had transpired in the meantime, but the biggest change was that the imperial family had officially recognized the child of the deposed emperor.

The timing was good.

On the surface, I was the hero who had resolved the disaster in the Carnar Kingdom, and I was strongly supported by Lady Kanarin Rupenter and Second Prince Luca in particular.
It seemed that Serin had made some kind of deal with them... though I wondered how far she had foreseen when she requested their support for me.

Indeed, Serin was a frightening person.

Additionally, the faction supporting the deposed emperor, which had once dominated the empire, had collapsed thanks to my willingness to show goodwill toward the imperial family.

And so, riding this political current, I found myself here.
In the imperial palace's banquet hall, where my achievements were being honored.
The banquet hall, which had been damaged in the past, was now perfectly restored to its former glory.

"I wish to express my respect for your efforts, Lord Rahilt."

The Emperor spoke with dignity in the solemn atmosphere. Before him, I knelt on one knee and waited for his next words.

"As with your previous service. Will you pledge loyalty not to the empire of the past, but to the empire of the present?"

"I will pledge my loyalty."

"Will you forget past grievances and live for the future?"

"I will do so."

"Very good."

After the Emperor's satisfied response, the ceremonial imperial sword was gently placed on my shoulder.

"From this moment forward, you shall bear the name of 'Elhader' and serve the nation as the Grand Duke of the empire."

Rahilt, Grand Duke of Elhader.

That was the new name and authority I now carried.

"Ordinarily, territories should be granted simultaneously, but as the Grand Duke of Elhader himself has refused them. Therefore, this matter shall be adjusted after a grace period of five years."

Murmurs of surprise spread through the crowd. It was strange enough that the child of the deposed emperor had secured the title of Grand Duke, but it was even more mysterious that he had adamantly refused the territories offered to him.

Soon after, the Emperor concluded his speech.

"This concludes the conferment ceremony."

I stood up and looked around. From all directions came undisguised exclamations of admiration.

From the child of the deposed emperor to the leader of the empire's finest mercenary group. From mercenary leader to knight commander. And from knight commander to Grand Duke of Elhader in just a few months.

My tumultuous life story seemed to make me appear even more extraordinary.

Thump. Thump.

I descended the steps from the high seat. As all eyes turned toward me, the orchestra began to play.

The nobles exchanged glances.

Eyes full of anticipation to see who would make the first move filled the surroundings.

Those who had lived lives of plenty had little patience.

"Grand Duke... no, Your Grace...!"

The first to approach was a young lady. Her dress, adorned as if with winter frost, suited her remarkably well.

When I looked directly at her, she flinched and her cheeks turned bright red. Then, with trembling lips, she spoke.

"May I... request a dance?"

"Ugh..."

At the young lady's small act of courage, other noble daughters let out frustrated sighs. This made my heart heavy, as I couldn't accept her dance request for reasons that completely excluded calculation.

"I'm sorry, my lady. Regrettably, my first dance partner has already been decided."

"What...? Could it be the Imperial Princess..."

"No, it's not."

Of course, I would dance with Serin eventually, but it was still too early. My first dance partner as Grand Duke had been decided long ago, from the moment it was determined I would receive the title.

"Rihart... no, that's not right? Rahilt oppa!"

"Our Count Elenot."

A young girl approached me energetically, bearing the gazes of countless onlookers. It was Eshtiel, who still called me by an anagram-level nickname even after I had revealed my true name.

Ordinarily, for a noble daughter, official dances would be reserved for after her debutante ceremony. But Eshtiel was a proper countess with a title, so there was no issue according to protocol.

"I've been waiting for today. My teacher says I have a passion. What kind of passion? A passion for dancing!"

"High praise indeed."

I responded without enthusiasm. I had never once thought that Eshtiel would excel in the realm of arts and physical education.

Of course, Eshtiel, who took my words at face value, smiled brightly.

"Just right. I'll lead you. Rahilt oppa."

"Then I'll be in your care."

I bent down considerably to match Eshtiel's height and made the gesture of inviting a lady to dance. Eshtiel took my hand with clumsy etiquette and expressed her excitement.


And so began my first dance as Grand Duke.

I was preoccupied with holding back my laughter, even puffing my cheeks to do so.

"Pfft, you're, you're dancing well. Eshtiel."

"..."

"As expected of a countess."

"..."

"Eshtiel..."

"Oppa wait a moment. I'm trying to concentrate."

"Heh, khuh..."

Eshtiel's eyes darted around in disarray.

Far from looking ahead, she focused all her attention on her feet, diligently following the steps. As a result, Eshtiel's boast naturally became an empty promise, and I ended up being the one leading.

From around us came reactions that, though strange, conveyed a certain warmth.

"My goodness, how adorable. Don't they look like affectionate siblings?"

"Whether he's the child of the deposed emperor or the Grand Duke of Elhader, a person is still a person. Perhaps we needn't keep such distance..."

"Our children are always bickering... As a parent, I'm quite envious of this scene."

"Above all, the visual impact of both of them is no joke, which is what I like most."

Everyone unanimously agreed with the last opinion. Then, some of the older noble ladies reminisced about the past.

"During the deposed emperor's time, we used to joke that the greatest perk for palace maids and servants was seeing the faces of the deposed emperor and his consort. Regardless of their personalities, of course."

"Indeed, being the child of those two, if he hadn't been hidden behind a mask, he would have been discovered long ago."

My ears naturally perked up at the stories of my father and mother, which I hadn't known. Though I had no intention of dwelling on their infamy and ill reputation at this point, I was genuinely curious.

As if to draw my attention away, Eshtiel stepped firmly on my foot.

"Ow, ow, that hurts, Eshtiel."

"Oh!"

"My foot feels like it's on fire."

"I-I'm sorry, oppa..."

"Well, I'm just kidding."

"...!"

Eshtiel looked at me with a shocked expression. I tilted my head, completely unable to understand the cause.

Eventually, Eshtiel spoke with sincerity.

"Rahilt oppa... you know how to joke?"

"I'm human too, you know."

"But you haven't done that until now."

"I guess it's about time for a change."

"Puberty?"

"That's a phase you'll be experiencing soon, Eshtiel."

"That can't happen..."

Eshtiel turned serious as if she'd suddenly lost her breath. I cautiously asked, puzzled.

"Why not?"

"Because puberty makes you bad. They say you don't listen and just cause trouble."

"Hmm..."

How would that be any different from now? I contemplated this serious question while outwardly nodding.

"Don't worry about it yet. There's still plenty of time before you go through puberty."

Instead, I was worried about something else.

It was clear that Eshtiel, who was adorable even to me, would be constantly surrounded by members of the opposite sex. Like moths drawn to a bright lantern. Especially when the time came for Eshtiel to go through puberty, it would only get worse.

Most noble daughters begin seeking marriage partners and learning about the opposite sex during that time. I couldn't help but worry about it. Eshtiel, with her beauty and the title of countess...

If only I could choose the perfect partner who would protect her for life. Unfortunately, that would be overstepping my bounds as family.

So I rationalized internally.

'Even if I can't make the decision, filtering out unsuitable candidates should be acceptable.'

No one would suspect divine intervention, so it seemed like a precarious but permissible line.

A moment later, as the music ended, Eshtiel and I parted. I awkwardly bowed and gently patted Eshtiel's head as she grinned, careful not to mess up her meticulously styled hair.

As the distance between us grew, it happened.

"Rian."

Serin, appearing from somewhere, naturally took my hand.

"I hope you're not too exhausted from dancing with Tiel?"


"Of course not."

"That's good. I've been quite patient, you see."

"Was there something you needed to be patient about?"

"Well, yes. In many ways."

Serin shot a piercing glance around us. The women who had been fixing their gazes on us quickly covered their faces with fans and cleared their throats one after another.

I admonished Serin from a moral standpoint.

"I don't know the reason, but intimidation isn't good."

"What? Rian is saying this?!"

"You're not a tyrant, Serin."

"I think there's a misunderstanding. I can be a benevolent ruler anytime. As long as those thieving cats who covet what's mine don't lick their lips."

"That would certainly be unacceptable."

"Right? But sometimes there are people who don't realize such obvious things."

"Hmm..."

I still often found it difficult to understand what Serin was talking about. So I simply expressed unconditional empathy. I had learned from experience that somehow things would move on if I did so.

She casually asked me.

"By the way, Rian. There's something I've been wondering about... may I ask?"

"By all means."

I heard Serin swallow hard. It seemed my attention was so focused on her that I could hear it clearly even in the music-filled ballroom.

Soon, Serin voiced her question.

"About Rashera Ruat."

"Ah."

"Now that Rian knows the whole truth... don't you have any thoughts about Rashera? You don't seem to have taken any action so far."

"Has that been bothering you?"

"Of course."

"Hmm."

I was pleased that she cared about my grievances as if they were her own. Perhaps Serin personally disliked Rashera, but...

At least it felt good to have someone on my side.

"I don't intend to dwell much on an incident that's already been undone... I did complete my revenge back then, after all."

"What?! Are you in your right mind..."

"So I'm thinking of just giving her a minor punishment and moving on."

Only then did Serin's features gradually return to normal.

"Punishment?"

"Yes. A punishment that will continue as long as I live."

"What is it? What is it?"

Serin urged me impatiently. She seemed quite curious about the punishment that would be inflicted.

Since it wasn't something I needed to hide, I honestly shared it.

"Once a year. On the anniversary of Rodrick and Eshtiel's deaths, I plan to strike lightning on places that Rashera values."

"That's..."

"Whether it's Rashera's private mansion, her business, a warehouse where her wealth is stored, anywhere..."

"..."

"Rashera once said that there are things more painful than death, and that she would help me achieve such revenge."

A life of shame, more painful than death, like that of my father and mother.
She said she would make me live a miserable daily life where I would grasp at even the smallest ray of hope.
Then I should respond in the same way.

"It would be fortunate if rumors don't spread about her being a woman cursed by the heavens."

"Wow..."

"Why are you surprised?"

"No, it's just... I'm a bit surprised. Rian, you're surprisingly the type to hold grudges."

"That's rich coming from you, who encouraged this grudge."

"Well, I admit I hold grudges, but I didn't expect Rian to be so satisfyingly like this."

"Do you dislike it?"

In response to my concerned question, Serin pushed the corners of her mouth up to her cheekbones.

She whispered very quietly.

"I like it very much."

Next Chapter"The moment Rahilt was dancing with Serin.

Rodrick was sipping wine in a suitable corner, far away from everyone else.

'This is quite awkward.'

Tsk.

He clicked his tongue quietly enough that it wouldn't reach others' ears. It was no small challenge to readily accept such suddenly changing circumstances.

'What on earth happened to cause all this?'

Rahilt didn't seem like the Rahilt he knew.

After experiencing the great commotion in Carnar Kingdom, he suddenly started calling him father. And that bizarre statement was so pitiful it was difficult to dismiss, as it seemed to choke up his words. Moreover, he had thrown away his mask, and his emotional expressions had become much more abundant than when he stayed in the Empire.

They say it's hard to gauge how quickly children grow, but there should be limits. The changes Rahilt was showing only confused him.

'Well, I suppose it's positive if anything.'

The problem was that Rahilt had changed too much, making things awkward. As a result, he could count on one hand the number of times he'd initiated conversation lately.

And that wasn't his only concern.

Currently, Rodrick felt like he might suffocate under excessive weight.

'Father... father, he says. I don't know if the kid is teasing me or being sincere... but if it's the latter, then as of today, I've become a parent to the Grand Duke.'

Since Rahilt considered Eshtiel his younger sister, if they were to create a family tree, Rodrick would be the father of both the Grand Duke and the Count.

And he was just a commoner with a criminal background, without any title.

'I was planning to live as a retainer of Count Elenot's family, but this is too much success.'

At this point, he felt guilty.

Especially since Rahilt had been treating him with unusual reverence lately, his burden only continued to grow.

"Ah, damn. To waste mental energy on such undeserved worries."

"Undeserved worries?"

"Ah."

As Rodrick was scratching his head and expressing his distress, a woman approached and asked him warmly.
He was so deep in thought that he hadn't noticed someone approaching.
He felt he was truly getting far from his active days.

'I guess I really couldn't pick up a blade even if my life depended on it now.'

Swallowing his lament, Rodrick responded as casually as possible.

"It's been a while, Baroness Raden."

"I'm glad to see you too, Mr. Rodrick."

Baroness Raden.

One of the wealthiest individuals in the Empire and among the very few women with a title. Currently, she was also a major patron maintaining a friendly partnership by dispatching knights at a low cost at Rahilt's request.

"Do you have business with me?"

"Business, you say. If simply wanting to chat counts as business, then I suppose so."

"Chat? Suddenly?"

"What's strange about that? The purpose of a banquet is originally to enjoy socializing, after all."

"That's... not wrong."

Why are you talking to me, is what he meant. We just discussed business not too long ago.

Come to think of it, he had been conversing with the Baroness frequently lately.

All of it was under the guise of business, but the substance felt lacking, which left him uneasy.

Could she really be trying to make small talk?

With him, a commoner who officially only had connections with the Grand Duke and Count? With her, one of the most famous women in the Empire?


Something was off.

'I need to stay alert.'

Rodrick raised his guard while giving the Baroness a warm smile.

"I'm listening, Baroness."

"Thank you. Then, with your kindness, there's something I'd like to ask..."

"What is it?"

Dozens of questions and appropriate answers were mechanically calculated in Rodrick's mind.

Despite Rodrick's calculations, the Baroness's question hit him hard from behind.

"How old are you, Mr. Rodrick?"

"...Pardon?"

"I'm asking how old you are."

"Age... my age."

He was confused.

He couldn't find any reason why the Baroness would be curious about that, making it difficult to control the trembling of his pupils.

Finding it extremely difficult to guess her intentions, Rodrick answered honestly. In fact, he couldn't think of any other way to respond.

"I'll be forty-six in the new year."

"I see. I'll be thirty-six in the new year."

"Haha, are you sure you didn't mean twenty-six?"

"Oh my."

The Baroness chuckled at Rodrick's flattery. As if wanting to hide the embarrassment showing on her face, she opened her folding fan and covered the lower half of her face.

"You're quite the smooth talker."

Hoho.

She let out a soft laugh.

At this point.

The Baroness Raden's mind was incredibly complicated. If someone could look into her thoughts, they would faint from the chaos residing there.

'Twenty-six, he says, twenty-six, he says, twenty-six, he says, twenty-six, he says, twenty-six, he says. See? I told you I still have it. I've been spending precious money on my skin lately too. Yes, I'm still a woman who has it in many ways. So age isn't a flaw after all, right?'

Her spinning thoughts didn't stop there.

'My goodness, what an age. I'm thirty-six and Mr. Rodrick is forty-six. A 10-year difference is just right, isn't it? He must still be young. Yes, he works diligently and his body is so firm. He's definitely young. A ten-year difference... a ten-year difference that doesn't even need compatibility checking!'

The Baroness was rationalizing an obvious fact with strange logic, since couples with a ten-year age gap rarely check their compatibility.

'So it should be fine to get closer to him, right?'

A murky desire surged within Baroness Raden.

Anyone would find it strange that Baroness Raden had such burdensome goodwill toward Rodrick.

This was close to a monstrous ideology created by two factors.

The first was what Rahilt had told the Baroness, and the second was the old maid complex that had developed from the gossip she constantly heard in social circles.

[Even if a jewel is scratched, it remains a jewel. So a small flaw doesn't matter for a good woman.]

This was what Rahilt had told her, standing up against women who openly insulted the Baroness as an old maid.

[...Rodrick. That is, it was something our staff member mentioned in passing.]

He later revealed that these were all words that Rodrick had taught him.

It was from that moment that Baroness Raden began imagining herself in a wedding dress.


Even if flawed, a jewel is still a jewel. That meant he could accept her even as a 36-year-old spinster with scandals attached to her name.

He was handsome too. Incomparably better than that damn mercenary Rude who had deceived her. Moreover, the traces of self-care visible through his clothes were truly satisfying.

She had seen him before, but she hadn't paid much attention then, just noting his presence.

At least until she became fixated.

'This is the one!'

Social status wasn't an issue. If she had considered status, she wouldn't have given Rude a second glance.

Rather, as Rahilt, who had saved her, became the Grand Duke, Rodrick's position could only rise. In that sense, status became even more meaningless.

'Besides, if he becomes my husband, he'll gain noble status, so wouldn't he be pleased?'

Baroness Raden approached Rodrick while making various excuses to herself.

She was well past marriageable age. She couldn't simply brush off the numerous insults she received as an old maid. And her own desire for marriage had grown more bloated with each passing year. She had long since transformed into a splendid monster maiden.

Therefore, the deranged Baroness Raden desperately hid her true feelings and extended her hand.

"Shall we dance to one song while continuing our conversation?"

"Y-yes, well..."

Rodrick took the Baroness's hand in a daze.

Yet he couldn't shake off the uneasy feeling that he was walking into an ant lion's pit of his own accord.

His counterpart was Baroness Raden, whom even considerable power players would yield to.

What emotions such a billionaire woman might harbor while approaching him, a mere ordinary man...

Rodrick couldn't even begin to guess a fragment of the truth.

◇

It was just as I finished dancing with Serin.

I let out a low exclamation when I spotted Rodrick taking Baroness Raden's hand and entering the ballroom to the next song. I never imagined Rodrick would dance in a place like this.

I wanted to watch Rodrick and Baroness Raden dance a bit more, but it wasn't easy to resist Serin's hand pulling me away.

Moreover, it was even harder to shake off a hand bearing the imperial command.

"Rian? What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I just witnessed a rare sight."

"Would you like to keep watching?"

"No. I'll come right away."

I followed Serin up the stairs and soon reached the place where the Emperor and Empress were positioned.
Eshtiel was already waiting there, escorted by Serin's younger brother, Tesser.
This too was an unfamiliar sight, so I harbored many questions in my features.

"We meet again so soon. I sent you down first since the banquet needed to start, but it must have been troublesome."

"It wasn't troublesome at all. Rather, I enjoyed your consideration."

"That saves face. Please sit down there first."

We sat down as the Emperor directed. Eshtiel was sitting right to my left, and she was gazing at the Emperor with sparkling eyes.

'Come to think of it, Eshtiel used to admire the Northern Grand Duke.'

It must be fascinating to see him in person.

I was proud of Eshtiel for maintaining the most dignified posture possible in front of her idol.

When we were ready to listen, the Emperor cleared his throat and introduced the topic.

"What I'm about to say is a kind of proposal..."

Then he gently curved his eyes.

"I want you to grasp the spring you've lost."

Next Chapter"Spring... you say?"

I asked the Emperor in confusion. I couldn't understand the meaning behind his metaphorical expression.

"Yes, spring. The spring you should have originally enjoyed."

"As for the four seasons, I've experienced them like everyone else..."

"My, I've noticed this before, but you're more rigid than I thought. The spring I'm referring to isn't simply about the season."

"Hmm..."

As I failed to grasp his meaning, the Emperor shook his head as if there was no helping it and explained.

"Time itself is also spring. In other words, I'm talking about youth."

"Youth, is it."

"Yes. I'm well aware that you've been focused solely on your work as a mercenary, hiding your face both willingly and unwillingly. Then your daily life has been completely detached from normalcy, hasn't it?"

"..."

I had no words to refute him. The Emperor's words were absolutely correct.

The reason my mercenary group was named Pinwheel was because of my longing for the normalcy I never had.

As if seeing right through me, the Emperor continued.

"Even I, who lived quite intensely, had time to catch my breath. As you know, the occasion that formed my friendship with the King of Carnar was during that breathing space - the Academy."

"Academy!"

"Hmm?"

For a moment, Eshtiel reflexively reacted to the word "Academy." The Emperor raised his eyes in surprise, as if wondering about this unexpected response.

"Ahem, it's nothing. Please continue."

"Kuhm!"

The Emperor deliberately cleared his throat, seemingly uncomfortable with Eshtiel's expectant gaze.

"I mentioned a five-year grace period regarding the granting of territory. But this isn't simply a period to persuade you to accept the territory. I want you to spend at least that much time living normally. Because if you accept the territory, you'll have to focus on running the Grand Duchy, whether you like it or not."

"... Was there never an option to not accept the territory?"

"Since when does a Grand Duke serve as the knight commander of a Count's family? Isn't that putting the cart before the horse? And above all..."

The Emperor subtly pulled at the corner of his mouth.

"It would be good if the Elenot County became a vassal house to the Grand Duchy of Elhader. It would be like a brother protecting his sister."

"... Hmm."

"But what vassal house could exist for a family without territory? Think about it carefully."

This argument was certainly compelling.

Since he said it was for Eshtiel, I couldn't easily refuse. Rather, I found myself naturally drawn to the Emperor's proposal.

So I relied on the Emperor's goodwill.

"The proposal you've mentioned... I'll consider it during the five-year grace period."

"Hmm! I won't press you further. So to return to our discussion... about the spring I hope you'll reclaim."

"I'm listening."

With one matter settled, the Emperor suggested without hesitation:

"Would you consider spending time studying at the Academy?"

"Academy!"

"..."

"..."

All eyes turned to Eshtiel, who once again reacted as if a bell had been rung. But somehow having developed social skills, Eshtiel pretended not to notice and started whistling casually.

"Eshtiel... that's rude."

"Ugh."

"I'll apologize on her behalf, Your Majesty."

"I'm sorry too..."

We bowed our heads in unison.

In response, the Emperor showed no sign of displeasure and instead waved his hand to stop us.

"Not at all. There's a reason I seated Count Elenot there. The Count is also a party to this conversation."

"What?"

"Really?!"

"Of course. The Academy reforms that Seriniel was leading are just about complete."

"Academy reforms...?"

This was news to me.

It wasn't news because it was highly confidential, but rather because I had cut off my interest in such matters and hadn't heard any news about it.

I looked at Serin, who was mentioned as the leader of the reforms, and she finally joined the conversation.

"It's nothing special. I just organized the Academy's curriculum into stages and adjusted it so that students of similar ages could study together."

"But isn't Eshtiel too young to attend the Academy?"

Originally, the minimum age for Academy admission was 17. This was a strict limitation that made it impossible for Eshtiel to enroll.

Serin completely shattered my preconception.

"I told you we reorganized the Academy's curriculum, didn't I? It's now broadly divided into elementary, middle, high school, university, and above that, slave... I mean, anyway. It's divided like that. Among them, elementary admission is allowed from age 8."

"Um, Serin? About the slave division..."


"Oh my, that was a slip of the tongue, don't worry about it. The important thing is that Tiel, who will be 9 in the new year, more than meets the age requirement."

Despite feeling a tremendous sense of dissonance, I decided to ignore it for now. What matters is that Eshtiel can attend the Academy she's been dreaming of.

Understanding this well, Eshtiel's eyes sparkled like sunlight reflecting on a lake's surface.

"Rahilt, big brother! Can I really go to the Academy?"

"It seems so."

"Wow, that's amazing."

"Yes..."

While Eshtiel seemed to be swelling with anticipation, I found it difficult to be completely happy due to my concerns.

The Elenot County had completely fallen when my father was deposed, and the fact that we were fallen nobility hadn't changed.

Although I, Eshtiel's brother, had received the title of Grand Duke, there would still be many who would look down on the only daughter of a fallen count family.

'What should I do... It would be too cruel to prevent Eshtiel from attending the Academy she's been longing for...'

I understand why the Emperor, despite having the power to overturn the nation, was reluctant to suppress the opposition faction by force.

Even with omnipotent power, ruling through force alone would only make one a tyrant. That's why, despite having enough power to kill all opponents, he tried to resolve matters through politics.

I sympathize with the Emperor.

Nothing would change by protecting Eshtiel with the power of a Grand Duke or the Dragon's Authority.

Rather, it would provoke hostility from adversaries, and Eshtiel would become increasingly isolated and hurt.

Above all, since I was the child of the deposed emperor who had been eating away at the empire, I didn't want to flaunt power.

'But the fact that Eshtiel is the daughter of Count Elenot won't change. If I only accommodate my worries, Eshtiel will never be able to mingle with others.'

But is there a reason she must endure wounds from childhood?
Couldn't there be an opportunity after some time has passed?
Would Eshtiel... someday understand these concerns of mine...?

"Brother."

It was when I was deep in thought.

"Why are you frowning?"

"Eshtiel."

As if seeing through my thoughts, Eshtiel brought my consciousness back to the outside world. Only then did I realize that everyone's attention was focused on me.

"... I apologize."

"Not at all."

The Emperor accepted my apology without reservation.

Meanwhile, the Empress, who had been quietly observing us, smiled gently.

The Empress was looking back and forth between Serin and me, and I somehow got the impression that she was harboring mischievous thoughts.

Eventually, the Empress called out to me.

"Grand Duke of Elhader."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"I understand your concerns, but isn't it natural for a baby bird to spread its wings someday?"

"... I fear those wings might break in the wind."

"But a bird that never has the chance to flap its wings early on will never fly. It will only be accustomed to staying in a comfortable nest, just eating the food it's given."

"..."

Theoretically, I accept that the Empress's advice is correct. But having once lost Eshtiel so emptily, I wanted her to never be hurt again. Even while recognizing that this was unreasonable suppression and arrogance...

"Grand Duke."

"... Yes."

"If this old woman's eyes are wrong, please feel free to point it out."

"What..."

"Isn't it you who fears getting hurt?"

"... Ugh."

"The baby bird seems to want to face the world. Yet it's the brother who, fearing his own wounds, holds her tightly in his arms. Am I wrong?"

I couldn't say anything. Not only did I lack a rebuttal, but I had also subconsciously thought the same as the Empress.

She nodded quietly as if fully understanding my struggle to speak. Then she made a new proposal.

"Well, I forgot that the Grand Duke is still only twenty years old. I understand it's difficult to make a decision right away. So..."

Her eyes gleamed.

"May I make a private proposal to the Grand Duke alone?"

◇

The world is helping me.

They say good things come after hardship, and that's exactly how my life has been.

A rigid life as an imperial princess. Because of that, I spent a lonely life without meeting Rahilt.

Then I thought I was invited as a royal envoy, but I literally went through several near-death experiences.

After an incredible journey, finally!

All that's left for me is to enjoy campus life at the Academy with Rahilt.

I already got my parents' permission.

I told them not to try to stop me from enjoying my youth with Rahilt even if it killed me.

Since Rahilt's position has already been recognized, this is natural behavior. There's no longer any reason for me to wear the Emperor's crown to marry Rahilt.


Therefore, I threatened that if I could only be with him, I would throw away everything, including being royalty, and run away.

My mother's response was simply:

[Go ahead.]

That was it.

Furthermore, she even suggested that Tesser should also enroll for the experience, giving her permission so coolly.

Honestly, it was a bit scary.

When my mother's eyes curve excessively, it's a sign of scheming.

It was very suspicious, but I reassured myself that she wouldn't do much harm to her own daughter.

I didn't know then.

I was also careless.

I underestimated the depths of my mother's mind, who was once a female protagonist.

... I would come to regret that bitterly when the afternoon arrived like a bolt from the blue.

Current situation - I was sitting alone in a class at the Academy that was said to gather only the most talented individuals in the Empire.

No one was talking to me.

Given my position, even sitting nearby would be a consideration for anyone without considerable courage.

In that awkward atmosphere, I stared endlessly at the door of the classroom.

'Rian... when will he come?'

I want to quickly enjoy campus life as a freshman and openly show that we're a campus couple.

Tuk, tak, tuk, tak.

I was anxiously swinging my legs back and forth.

'Ah...!'

Creeeeak.

The sound of the door opening from the front of the classroom spread,
and simultaneously, murmurs from the audience dominated the room from all directions.

'He's here...!'

As far as I know, only he could cause such a reaction. Only he, who could dominate the world with his face alone, could do this.

'Rian!'

Sure enough, the person who appeared was Rahilt.

He seemed to recognize me right away and quietly bowed. I was a bit disappointed, but I understand that Rahilt also has his dignity.

Yes, that was fine up to that point.

'... Huh?'

This is strange. Something clearly unusual is entering my field of vision.

When the certainty that something was wrong took root in my mind, I blankly watched Rahilt, whose hands were trembling, walking to an unexpected place.

Tak. Tak.

The sound of footsteps on the marble floor echoed clearly.

That clear resonating sound persistently followed Rahilt until he climbed onto the podium where everyone's attention was focused.

Tat!

He stopped as he put down a pile of documents.

'Uh... uhh...?'

That's not the right place.

Even if it's his first time at the Academy, Rahilt isn't someone who would misread the atmosphere.

Even at this point, I was too stupid to understand the situation.

To me in this state, Rahilt on the platform began his first words like a hammer blow to the temple.

"Is everyone well?"

The beginning was a casual greeting. And then...

What followed was a declaration that made my blood run cold.

"Nice to meet you. I am Rahilt Elhader, who recently received the title of Grand Duke."

Letting the abundant whispers pass, he drove in the wedge.

"Through proper procedures, I have been appointed as a professor to teach you all from today. The subject I will be teaching is..."

'Ah, no...!'

"Regardless of year or course. All subjects."

At that moment, a famous line from my previous life played in my head.

[I'm the teacher, and you're the student.]

An eternal truth regardless of the era. That forbidden concept roughly sandpapered my heart.

"Ah... aah...!"

With all my might, I sublimated the scream trying to escape into a silent wail.

'S... s...!'

Not CC (Campus Couple),

'S... son of a b...!!!'

Mother, I cannot forgive you.

And so, becoming the most intensely filial daughter in history, I ended up tearing at my hair that I had carefully styled since morning.

Next ChapterWhen I stood at the podium, shaking off my nervousness, I suddenly recalled the day when the Empress had made her discreet proposal.

Back when I was hesitating about attending the Academy, fearing a future where Eshtiel might get hurt, she had suggested something.

"What if you were to join not as a student, but as a professor?"

"A professor... you say."

"Yes, a professor. As a professor, you could move around the Academy without raising suspicion, and you would have sufficient authority to guide and observe students. Wouldn't that allow you to protect Count Elenot, directly or indirectly?"

"That's certainly..."

As a professor guiding students, I could expect to intervene to a minimal extent with legitimate justification. And it would also be good for maintaining a normal life while being part of the Academy.

The only problem was whether I had the qualifications to be a professor.

The Empress, as if seeing through my concerns, immediately suggested a solution.

"Someone of Grand Duke status would be worthy of being invited as an honorary professor at the Academy. You can prove your academic insight directly before your appointment."

"I'm concerned whether I can prove myself."

"Well, if you were directly educated by Rodrick, I believe you would have already reached the level of a professor academically."

At that time, I couldn't believe the Empress's words. I had often heard from Rodrick that there was nothing more to teach me, but I had no experience competing with others.

'Rodrick said something similar.'

For an assassin, the most important element isn't stealth or combat ability, but knowledge.
Because knowledge helps you kill those who cannot be killed by force...
Therefore, Rodrick claims to have mastered everything regardless of field.

'It wasn't just boasting.'

In reality, I, who had Rodrick as my tutor, was appointed as a professor after receiving recognition from the Academy's faculty at a symposium.

The result of that was the present, after a brief orientation.

An afternoon of being cornered and intensely questioned by Serin.

"How could you do this?"

"Serin...?"

"No, how could you keep it completely secret until now that you were coming as a professor, not a student!"

"I thought it wasn't something that needed reporting since I was coming to the Academy either way."

In truth, the Empress had asked me to keep it a secret with a mischievous smile. But I decided to shoulder part of the blame to protect Serin's smooth relationship with her mother.

Hearing this, Serin hesitated slightly, as if her anger had somewhat subsided.

"No... who said you had to formally report it? You could have at least given me a heads-up between us..."

"I'm sorry. I was shortsighted."

"Ugh, what kind of person doesn't even argue..."

Muttering that how could she stay angry when I was like this,
Serin pouted and grumbled.

"Um... by the way, Serin."

"Yes, go ahead."

With her permission, I looked around at our surroundings and asked.

"Do we really need to talk in such a secluded place?"

"It's because this place is secluded that we can talk."

"What?"

"Rahilt, you don't seem to realize what kind of attention you're getting, but let me make one thing clear: here, you're not a dragon."

"I was never a dragon to begin with..."

"Ah, just listen."

Despite being in a secluded place with likely no one to hear, Serin lowered her voice and leaned in closer.
I stepped back at the closeness and the scent of wild grass that wafted toward me.
Yet Serin paid no mind and moved forward just as much as I had retreated.

'This is troublesome...'

I wish Serin would realize her own effect.

When her wolf-like eyes capture me, I feel dizzy like I'm drunk and might lose my self-control. Even though she would surely dislike such a man with no self-restraint.

Whether aware of my concerns or not, Serin hit the wall behind her with a thud and said to me.

"Do you know what the Academy is? This is a wilderness where people live. A perfect place to be eaten alive."

'Looking at her current appearance, it seems like Serin might eat me instead... or is that just my imagination...?'

"The Academy is not only a place to hone knowledge but also a social venue where people gather to meet each other."

"I'm well aware of that..."


It's because the Academy functions as a social venue that I wanted Eshtiel to enroll. Unlike me, Eshtiel had the grand dream of making 100 friends.

'...Though it would be troublesome if all 100 were of the opposite sex.'

While I was mulling over these trivial concerns, Serin continued.

"No, you don't know. Here, you're not a dragon. You're just a fragile mountain rabbit. A pure and pitiful rabbit that will be gobbled up the moment I take my eyes off you!"

"Pure and pitiful... rabbit..."

Serin's lips describe me with concepts furthest from who I am.

Honestly, it's a bit embarrassing, so I lowered my gaze to the ground. But Serin was so close that I inadvertently caught sight of her prominent chest, something I wouldn't normally dare to look at.

At that indecent mistake, I immediately jerked my head upward. What clumsy social skills.

Clouds drifted leisurely in the blue sky, and against those white clouds as a canvas, the scent of wild grass sketched the curves of the woman I had glimpsed.

I couldn't help but let out a deep sigh.

"Haah..."

"Rahilt?"

"I... might not be just a mountain rabbit as Serin says..."

"Then what are you?"

"..."

"..."

Silence. A suffocating stillness.

In an environment filled only with the sound of chirping birds, I squeezed out my voice.

"It's... difficult to say..."

"What on earth are you thinking that you can't say it? Huh? Is Rahilt some kind of carnivorous jungle beast?"

"... Ugh."

Perhaps, I might be comparable to that.
... But I couldn't affirm that even with a knife to my throat.
So, I avoided answering and just stared off into the distance.

"Hmm... this isn't good. I never imagined Rahilt would be hiding such indecency that he couldn't even tell me about it?"

Serin openly teased and sneered, but I couldn't deny it. I couldn't bring myself to denounce the truth as a lie.

"..."

"... What is it? Really? Does Rahilt really think that way?"

"..."

"No, wait a minute. Since when? Since when did my Rahilt become a beast?"

Perhaps it had been long before you started questioning me. I wanted to confess that, but fearing Serin's contempt, I foolishly kept my mouth shut.

"I... I can't believe this."

She rubbed her face with her hands.

"No, I mean, I said the Academy was a wilderness, but what if Rahilt also becomes a wild animal... no, what...?"

"It's a misunderstanding..."

"You're calling it a misunderstanding after all this?"

"It's not... not that it's not... not..."

"Oh my, now you're openly malfunctioning? How directly must I have hit the mark for you to be like this?!"

"Ugh."

I felt too guilty to face Serin any longer.

How dare I harbor indecent fantasies about her?

Although Serin had stimulated my fantasies, it was all surely innocent teasing. She might have been awkward in dealing with people due to the scarcity of peers she could associate with.

Above all... Serin had referred to me as 'my person.' Because of that, she probably treated me with excessive familiarity.

"Hey, Rahilt? Be honest. What kind of imagination did you have? There's no one listening anyway, so what does it matter? Just open up and tell me."

"That is..."

"Well, if it's too difficult for you to keep bottled up, I might be able to help?"

"H-help? What do you mean..."

"Hey, do I really need to spell it out? Hasn't Rahilt already imagined it all?"

"That might not necessarily match Serin's expectations...!"

What makes Serin so naive? It's natural for a princess of a nation to be unaware of a man's obscene desires, but this is problematic.

If I were to show even a fragment of desire, it's obvious she would run away with those graceful legs.


"Oh come on, just tell me. I'll listen to everything."

"Serin..."

"I'm fully prepared, okay? Despite appearances, I've known everything there is to know since I was a newborn. So hurry up."

With that, Serin closed the already narrow distance to its limit. I tightly gripped my patience, which was reaching its breaking point, and squeezed my eyes shut.

Serin, unaware of my feelings, kept making statements that could be interpreted suggestively depending on the listener.

"Rather than Rahilt eating or being eaten, I'd rather eat him myself."

"Kuh."

That declaration was the burning fuse.

Squish, squish.

The plump softness in her bosom gently pressed against me, seductively stimulating my nerves. Unable to endure her defenseless demeanor, I abruptly moved to the side. To protect the dignity of both of us.

"Rahilt...?"

"... I deeply apologize, Serin."

"What?"

"The time for my next lecture is approaching, so I must go now...!!!"

"Where do you think you're going?! You have geography for the 3rd grade elementary class next, and there's still 20 minutes left!"

"Why do you have my schedule memorized?!"

"Is that what's important right now?!"

"Since it's not important, I'll be going now!"

"What nonsense...! Hey, Rahiiiiilt!!!"

I immediately turned and fled, lest I be caught by the indignantly questioning Serin.

The wailing cries of Serin behind me troubled me, but I deliberately ignored them. Rather than risking the ruin of our trust relationship with a hasty judgment, this was better. Thus, I was able to safely escape from the clutches of temptation.

... Later, as time passed and my racing heart calmed down, I felt secretly proud.

I was happy with the sense of achievement in protecting Serin's nobility from base desires. It felt like I was finally fulfilling my duty as a guard that I couldn't complete in the kingdom.

Let's continue like this from now on.

To completely block desire-filled contact in service to the divine.

I will maintain proper conduct and also protect Serin's propriety.

I firmly vowed so.

◇

Geography class for 3rd grade elementary.

Just as Serin had memorized, that was the class and subject I was to teach next.

For this class, I was determined to approach it with a solemn heart.

Although the students' ages weren't uniform, the average age was around 10. And it was also the class assigned to Eshtiel, who had turned a respectable 9 years old this year.

Honestly, I was afraid.

I was worried about how Eshtiel was being treated inside.

If he was drifting away from the group and sitting dejectedly in a corner... that might actually be fortunate.

But if he was being ostracized or enduring humiliation, I couldn't guarantee I wouldn't strike down lightning.

"The one who hasn't grown at all... might be me."

I might have even regressed.

Something changed after I fell into the contamination source of the black mage Rastali. I feel like I've become sensitive to emotions that I was once numb to. It seemed like a side effect of remembering the future I had lost.

This side effect is something I must endure alone. I cannot drag others into it and cause them trouble.

"Sigh..."

So, I steeled my resolve repeatedly and stopped in front of the classroom door for the 3rd grade elementary.

Eventually, my hand descended on the doorknob.

As I cleared my throat and opened the door, the first sight I saw was...

"Gasp...!"

Young students surrounding a large desk in a circle, and...

"Shturn lost in arm wrestling...!!!"

"Hehee."

...... Eshtiel, who had defeated the boys with her strength.

Next ChapterThe incident began from a trivial dispute.

Regardless of age or gender, groups of people tend to follow similar patterns.

Adults often underestimate children's social abilities, but this is merely a narrow-minded view. Despite their young age, as humans, children form social agreements and live together as a community.

In other words, just as adult society appears upright on the surface but has its dark sides, children's society is the same.

When adults point fingers at others, children do the same. They often criticize others for being vulgar while ignoring their own behavior.

That is, bullying and ostracism.

At the Academy, a place for both learning and socializing, it's common for adults' negative traits to influence children.

Therefore, the reality of the Academy that Eshtiel witnessed was not surprising at all.

"Hey, beggar."

A boy rudely threw out those words. And like a frog hit by a carelessly thrown stone, a girl let out a groan.

"Ugh..."

One side snickered while the other lowered her eyes, creating a stark contrast. Born into a class-based society, they were faithfully replicating the cruel underbelly of the Academy.

"How long are you going to bring cheap food from home? The ingredients obviously look low quality."

When the boy who seemed to be the leader sneered, giggles filled the classroom from both boys and girls around him. However, the girl could only move her lips without properly fighting back.

After enduring silently, all she could say was an apology.

"I-I'm sorry..."

"If you're sorry, then ask me for a favor. Say you have no money and ask me to buy you a meal."

"..."

The girl pressed her lips tightly shut. She had no other choice but to do so.

Despite being looked down upon, she was still a lower-ranking noble. Though her family circumstances were worse than those of wealthy commoners, making her life difficult, the girl with a noble identity didn't want to beg for food, even if it meant going hungry.

After all, she was just bringing lunch from home, not actually starving.

"...hic."

Plop.

Unable to bear the sadness in her young heart, tears fell from the girl's eyes. As if fueled by her pitiful state, the children cackled. They were living proof that even at a young age, one could harbor malice comparable to adults.

It was against this backdrop that the heroine who would overturn the situation made her appearance.

"What are you doing?"

Eshtiel.

A girl shorter than her peers with awkward pronunciation finally got up from her seat.

In fact, Eshtiel had been observing their behavior since entering the classroom. Surprisingly, no one had bullied her, but no one had approached her warmly either. Eshtiel had simply sat quietly, planning to adjust gradually over the day.

"What?"

The boy acting as the leader asked in apparent confusion.

"Tsk tsk, that's not right. Friends should get along well with each other."

"You... you...?"

The boy stammered with an extremely perplexed expression.

It was a perfectly natural reaction.

Whether they liked it or not, there was a reason they hadn't approached Eshtiel. Rumors about her were well-known in social circles, and parents had repeatedly warned their children.

The sister of the Grand Duke of Elhader, who was called the Pinwheel Knight Commander, the child of the deposed, and the hero of Carnar Kingdom... and who, for some reason, had the Emperor's trust.

Moreover, this sister wasn't just a lady but held the proper title of Countess.

They had been earnestly instructed that if they couldn't be friendly with her, they should at least not antagonize her.

'Why is she suddenly acting like this...?'

The boy who had been ruling the class was bewildered.

The boy's name was Shturn, the third son of Marquis Charne. Being from the most prestigious background in the third-grade elementary class and having a large build, it hadn't taken him long to take control of the class.

'I left her alone because she was quiet...'

Even to him, just a year older, Eshtiel was very pretty. That's why he hadn't wanted to unnecessarily assert his authority. There was something about Eshtiel that made him feel like he would automatically become trash if he picked a fight with her.

But what could he do now?

Eshtiel had stood in his way. If this short girl raised her head high while he lowered his, the hierarchy would instantly flip.

To Shturn, his position in the class was more important than any adult warnings. The Academy, where he spent most of his day, was the entire world to the young boy.

Therefore, Shturn hid his uneasiness and confidently put his hands on his hips.


"Why don't you stay out of it if it doesn't concern you? You're just a transfer student."

"Tsk tsk."

Despite the clear provocation, Eshtiel remained composed. She even wagged her index finger with both hands as if giving advice.

"Let me explain since you don't seem to know. From today, I'm a student in this class. So I'm related to everyone here."

"What is this..."

"And you shouldn't bully friends. If you like someone, you should treat them kindly. That's how people show they like each other. Lying while having lots of 'like' feelings is bad."

"You... what... are you... saying?!"

At that moment, Eshtiel's statement began to spread like ink in water with tremendous impact.

"Like her? Shturn likes her?"

"No way. He couldn't possibly like someone so poor and shabby..."

"What if he really does like her?"

"If it's true..."

Following Eshtiel's pointed remark, the children collectively nodded as if entranced. Now they had stepped back from being participants and were watching from the position of interested observers.

As public opinion formed strangely, Shturn shouted loudly.

"I don't!!"

"But you do."

"I said I don't!!!"

"My big sister Serin says strong denial is strong affirmation."

"Argh!"

Bang! Bang!

Shturn pounded his chest roughly as if anger was rising up to his solar plexus. Regarding this, Eshtiel merely offered a leisurely observation.

"Wow, like a gorilla."

"Hey!!!"

Shturn, who had been screeching, glared at Eshtiel with a face flushed red. Then, as if showing off, he stomped toward Eshtiel.

"You... come here."

"Hmm?"

While Eshtiel tilted her head in confusion, Shturn grabbed her hand. He tried to drag her away, but...

She didn't budge!

Eshtiel didn't move an inch. The girl who had seemed so fragile was standing firmly like a pillar. It felt like trying to pull a tree with deep roots.

The image that flashed through Shturn's mind was being ridiculed in front of everyone.

They would say he couldn't even overpower one girl despite acting so tough. The future of being mocked as a boy weaker than a girl made his mind go blank.

"You... won't you come here?!"

"I don't want to."

Whoosh!

Eshtiel suddenly pulled her arm. Shturn, who had been gripping her wrist tightly, tilted toward Eshtiel as if drawn by a magnet.

It would have been better if he had just been pulled off balance.

Unfortunately, one chair leg obstructed Shturn's path, and his foot caught on it, causing him to fall with a loud thud.

Boom!

The sound of his fall was truly magnificent.

For five seconds afterward, the classroom was silent.

Shturn felt the peak of shame, thinking everyone was quiet because they were watching his embarrassing state. It was clear that the longer he stayed on the floor, the more his honor would fall. Therefore, Shturn forgot his pain and jumped up, glaring intensely.

"You..."

He clenched his fist in front of the innocent-looking girl. He felt that he needed to slap her and make her cry to fully restore his position.

Just one hit.

One hit would be enough.

With that one strike, everyone in the class would look up to him again.

"You...!"


Just as he was about to raise his hand...

A strand of reason that hadn't yet been severed reminded him of his strict father's warning.

[You can cause most kinds of trouble. Even if you spill coffee on a professor's hair, I can clean it up. But remember just one thing. The Grand Duke of Elhader who's being appointed as an Academy teacher this time, and that little Countess Elenot—they're off-limits.]

He had seen his father's stern and resolute side many times before, but at that moment, his father had been more serious than ever.

[Not only does His Majesty trust him deeply, but Carnar's Second Prince calls him a friend. Moreover, the Princess of the kingdom even praised him as her benefactor. And it's well-known that the Grand Duke treats that little Countess like his own sister. If you accidentally offend them, it could lead straight to our family's ruin. Do you understand?]

Do you understand?

Those final words instantly repaired his fraying reason.

Whoosh...

As he came to his senses, a chill ran down his spine. Shturn hesitated for a long time, unable to either extend or withdraw his hand that had risen to his ear.

"I, I..."

What should I do?

His pride had been so important that he had almost done something he shouldn't have.

"I...!"

Now fear washed over him.

He was afraid of being punished by his father, and he dreaded the future of becoming the laughingstock of the class.

"I... am..."

Shturn was just a ten-year-old child, only one year older than Eshtiel. In his confusion, he desperately racked his brain.

What he came up with was quite a self-defeating move.

"I challenge you to a duel...!"

A duel. A duel should be fine. It's a fair and gentlemanly method, so it might be a way to save face.

If he wins, everything would be resolved.

He might not be praised for winning against a girl, but at least he wouldn't be looked down upon. He would only have to endure ridicule for a day or two.

That's all.

That was the extent of Shturn's calculation.

'If she refuses... even better.'

Refusal would be the best scenario.

He could sway public opinion by claiming Eshtiel had backed down herself.

But as with all bitter tastes in life, ominous premonitions often come true, and second-best options are frequently forced upon us instead of the best ones.

"Hmmmmmm..."

Eshtiel placed her hand under her chin.

And then...

Grin.

With a devilish smile, she boldly met Shturn's eyes.

"I like it."

With that one phrase, many people's fortunes diverged.

"...!"

"Uh... uhhhhh...?!"

"The transfer student... is going to face off against Shturn!"

"But in what?"

"That's..."

Eshtiel's establishment of the hierarchy was thus decided through the peaceful competition of arm wrestling.

And it was an undeniable fact.

Currently, they were living in a period when girls were typically stronger than boys,

And Eshtiel was an absolute champion with arm muscles trained from years of laundry work in her childhood.

"I'm done."

"Woooooah!"

With the gallant heroine's declaration, the class atmosphere instantly heated up.

It was spring.

Next ChapterI wondered if I had been overthinking things.

Eshtiel was a child who was lovable enough for others to see, and she was much stronger than the level I had anticipated. Of course, I hadn't even expected her to be physically strong...

'That's a relief.'

I never imagined Eshtiel would take control of her class in just one day. As long as what she was doing wasn't ruling through fear based on her strength, I could send her to the Academy with peace of mind.

Above all, those eyes.

It was both disconcerting and somewhat amusing to see those eyes—which had been so indifferent when I was teaching her—now sparkling with enthusiasm. Because of this, I began conducting the class with complete confidence.

"Now then, would anyone like to name a country located to the west of the Empire?"

"Me! Me!"

Eshtiel raised her hand enthusiastically, waving it around. Like a puppy wagging its tail excitedly after meeting someone it likes.

I stumbled over my words slightly, finding her active attitude somewhat unfamiliar.

"...Um, Miss Eshtiel. Please go ahead."

"The Carnar Kingdom!"

"Since you answered so confidently, I assume you also know the main exports of the Carnar Kingdom, Miss Eshtiel?"

"Uh, hmm, hmmmmm..."

Eshtiel pondered deeply before answering playfully.

"Butler Grandpa's candy...?"

"Candy that you're limited to three pieces a day is not a specialty product."

"Heeng."

As punishment for getting the question wrong, I should reduce it to two pieces today.

Eshtiel surprisingly had thick skin, as she easily brushed off the laughter coming from all directions. Since there didn't seem to be any intention to mock her, I also laughed it off good-naturedly.

"The Carnar Kingdom's main export is magic stones. While the Bellonin Empire has many mines with potential for magic stones, they're a drop in the bucket compared to what the Carnar Kingdom possesses. Next, shall I give you another simple quiz? This time, I'll specially offer a prize."

"Ooooooh...!"

"A gift from the Grand Duke, I wonder how amazing it will be?"

"I'm excited...!"

When the children showed an unexpectedly intense reaction, one of my eyebrows twitched. How amazing could a prize for a simple quiz possibly be? It was merely bait to increase motivation...

Anyway, since I couldn't take back what I had already announced, I continued with the class.

"Ahem, what is the most distinctive characteristic of the Carnar Kingdom's climate?"

"Me! Me! Me! I know!"

Eshtiel raised her hand like lightning while others were still thinking. I was honestly quite surprised.

'Did she study in advance to impress her friends?'

Impressed, I gladly gave her permission to speak.

"Would you like to answer, Miss Eshtiel?"

"Yes. There, it rains sooo much. Especially, like, like, it rains all the way to the end of the land, and then suddenly the clouds whoosh-! gather over the palace..."

"E-Eshtiel. Wait. Let's stop there."

"But I saw it! Oh, but now that I think about it, this is what big brother did..."

"Wrong, wrong! Next person...!!!"

"Heeng."

I hastily covered Eshtiel's mouth. This was truly troublesome—I couldn't scold her for it.

Although my memories had vanished, I had been clearly informed about the things I had done in the Carnar Kingdom. Therefore, Eshtiel wasn't lying; she was clearly describing scenes she had witnessed firsthand.

I had to cut her off before the children learned unnecessary secrets.

"Would another student like to answer... anyone?"

Swish.

A boy cautiously raised his hand. I already recognized this somewhat dejected boy.

He was the male student who had lost to Eshtiel in arm wrestling before class began.

"Would you like to answer, Mr. Shturn?"

"...!"

Upon hearing my words, Shturn opened his eyes wide and moved his lips for a while. At first, I found Shturn's reaction puzzling, but soon after, the whispering students explained the reason.

"See that, he already memorized his name."

"I guess he already knows about the fight with his sister."

"Scary... Shturn's already been marked, hasn't he?"

There's one fact that children never realize: from the position of standing at the podium and teaching, everything they do and say is visible and audible. Yet when a teacher points out their secret actions, they're surprised and think to themselves that they were just unlucky.

In reality, everything is visible from the beginning.


"Um... that..."

Shturn trembled as he spoke haltingly.

"Year-round... consistent humidity... and the rest is similar to... the Empire..."

"Hmm."

I slowly approached Shturn, who had somehow managed to give the correct answer despite his nervousness.

"That's correct."

I placed a glass jar tied with colorful ribbons on Shturn's desk.

It was candy in a new flavor recently released by a famous snack shop. I heard it contained the flavors of five different fruits in a single piece. The shop was extremely popular, and the candy was in high demand.

"You may eat it right away."

"Ah, yes...!"

Shturn immediately unwrapped one of the candies.

Treats during class time are the best reward for children... as the Emperor himself had advised. And that advice seemed to be working splendidly now.

Separately, I decided to clarify one thing to maintain a studious atmosphere.

"Since you all seem to misunderstand, let me tell you that I have memorized the names of all students in the classes assigned to my schedule."

For instance, starting with the girl sitting in the front row,

"Roll number 1, Miss Aria Roten."

"Eek, yes...!"

"Roll number 2, Mr. Derek Moren."

"...Yes!"

I continued calling each student by name, from roll number 3 and 4, all the way to the last, number 19.

"As someone entrusted with the duty of education, it is my obligation to fulfill this role to the best of my ability. Familiarizing myself with your information in advance is also part of my job. That's all. If you all create a peaceful learning environment, there will be no need for me to intervene."

If Eshtiel had been bullied, I would have been angry and upset. Therefore, as someone who must treat all students equally, I have a duty to regard the other students just as I do Eshtiel.

Hence, if anyone seeks my help, I will certainly intervene actively.

"So, conversely, if you encounter any difficulties, please feel free to come to me. Regardless of who you are, I will certainly work with you to find the best solution."

"Yes! We understand!"

Eshtiel cheerfully exclaimed, taking the lead. Then the other students also nodded or gave small affirmative responses with more relaxed expressions.

Afterward, I was able to complete the geography class for the elementary division's third year in a much more relaxed atmosphere.

◇

Right after finishing the elementary division's third-year geography class, I left the classroom while receiving brief greetings.

I couldn't help but chuckle.

'It seems Eshtiel has adapted well.'

I thought she would follow me closely as soon as class ended, but she started chatting with her classmates without even glancing at me. As a bonus, she was eyeing the candy gift I had given to Shturn.

'I bought the whole jar for them to share, but I hope Eshtiel shows some restraint.'

While harboring this vain hope that would never come true, I moved on to prepare for my next class.

The next class I would be teaching was the middle division's second year.

It was the class that Serin's younger brother, Tesser, had specially enrolled in this year.

'Teaching... isn't so bad after all.'

Although I was reluctant when it was first suggested—almost forced upon me—it seemed to suit me unexpectedly well. Perhaps it was the feeling of being surrounded by normalcy and becoming immersed in it myself.

Teaching also gave me a strange sense of fulfillment.

As I was crossing the corridor, a group of girls approached me with sparkling eyes. Then one of them greeted me energetically.

"Hello, Grand Duke!"

"Professor or teacher is sufficient. You know it's not appropriate to be addressed by rank at the Academy, don't you?"

"Ah, I'm sorry, Professor!"

"There's no need to apologize... Do you have business with me?"

"Wow..."

When I asked quietly, the female students made excited noises. Then they chatted among themselves and smiled broadly.

"See? I told you he's super kind!"

"He's not scary at all!"

"If you find that dignified face scary, there's something wrong with you!"

"This is what Academy welfare is all about...!"

"What should I do, the Grand Du... I mean, Professor is so funny. Just looking at him makes me laugh."


While facing this awkward feeling, I was also greatly relieved. At least I didn't seem to be perceived as threatening by the students.

However, it was still uncomfortable to be standing in the corridor like this.

"Excuse me, but I'd like to ask again what business you have."

"Ah, right!"

"Professor, will you be coming to our class too? We're first-year high division students!"

"If you're not scheduled to come, could you come anyway?"

The students gazed at me with desperate eyes.

It was quite burdensome, but at the same time, I understood their feelings.

They must find me special as a child of the deposed emperor who had received the title of Grand Duke. So these students were definitely seeing me as something akin to an unusual creature.

'...Like a mountain rabbit, perhaps.'

I suddenly recalled when Serin had compared me to an innocent, pitiful mountain rabbit. Then, by conditioned reflex, as Serin's soft skin and dizzying visual stimulation came to mind, I found myself touching my heating cheeks.

'I'm being too dramatic.'

Previously, I might have been perplexed but never had my desires ignited like this... how had I become such a weak man?

This wasn't normal.

At least, that's what I judged.

While I was lost in these foolish fantasies, the female students asked me again.

"Professor? Will you be coming to our class too?"

"Ah..."

I answered hurriedly, like someone who had just awakened from a daydream.

"If you're first-year high division... a history class is scheduled for tomorrow morning."

"Wow!"

"I'll thoroughly prepare with preview and review."

"From today, history is my favorite subject!"

Their burning academic enthusiasm created a warm feeling around me. It was truly a rewarding response for becoming a professor.

"Then I'll take my leave. Roll number 4, Miss Lily, roll number 7, Miss Selena, roll number 12, Miss Nadia, roll number 13, Miss Jena."

"Gasp... All our names..."

"My goodness... It must be your first day here..."

"At this rate, do I have a chance too...!?"

I don't know what kind of chance they meant, but if it was about academic performance, they certainly had more than enough. Judging by the enthusiasm they just showed for the history class, that's what I concluded.

After briefly greeting the excited students, I moved on to my next destination.

◇

Gulp.

Tension dominated his entire body.

Although he had endured countless strict lessons due to his position, Tesser had never experienced such thrilling tension that dried his throat as he did today.

What was being a prince? What were imperial etiquettes?

The tension devoted to such classes was like a firefly under a full moon compared to the tension accompanying today's mathematics subject.

The only prince of the Bellonin Empire—Tesser wiped the cold sweat from the back of his hand as he focused on the still-empty podium.

'Lord Rihart... no, Grand Duke Rahilt's class!'

He was so honored and happy that he wanted to jump for joy.

He couldn't express how happy he was.

The person he admired was not only close to his sister but had also legally created time for them to meet face-to-face like this.

At first, he had admired the "Lord Rihart" who seemed like a master of darkness. And "Lord Rihart" had shown tremendous achievements just as expected at that time. A masked knight who overwhelmed even the Imperial Knight Commander. It was impossible not to admire him.

Also, according to Eshtiel, he possessed the power of the Black Plague Dragon. He was an X-tremely cool person.

...Of course.

It was unexpected that it wasn't the Black Plague Dragon but the Black Dragon, but that made him even cooler.

A human with the power of the Black Dragon, which only appeared in founding myths. Moreover, a hero who saved the Carnar Kingdom with that power!

'I want to be like the Grand Duke too...'

Why didn't his right arm have the power of the Black Plague Dragon?

Sometimes when no one was around, he practiced cool poses, but nothing ever happened.

He was disappointed each time... but where else could he get vicarious satisfaction than by meeting the Grand Duke like this?

'I wish class would start soon...'

Tesser savored the sensation of his middle division second-year blood boiling as he eagerly awaited the appearance of the man he admired.

Next Chapter'It's a bit awkward... No, am I nervous?'

I paused briefly in front of the second-year middle school class. I felt I needed to prepare myself mentally before entering.

'The class where Serin's younger brother is enrolled...'

Rightfully, I should treat all Academy students equally, but it was unavoidable that knowing someone's family member made things special.

If only he were my family like Eshtiel, I could treat him comfortably... but of course, it had to be Serin's family.

Rather than worrying about hierarchical differences, I felt a creeping desire to make a good impression.

Wanting to manage my reputation shouldn't violate the principle of equality, so it should be fine. I rationalized this to myself as I opened the classroom door.

"Ah...!"

As soon as I entered, someone let out a soft exclamation. When I traced the source, I found it came from a boy who looked very much like Serin - Tesser.

To be completely honest, I was quite flustered.

'Isn't his smile... excessively bright?'

Strangely, before I'd done anything at all, tremendous goodwill was already evident all over his face. It was almost burdensome enough to make me want to step back.

... I should consider this fortunate, I suppose.

'Perhaps my nervousness was unnecessary.'

Bathed in this mysterious goodwill, I recited a brief self-introduction.

Tesser's blue eyes, so similar to Serin's, sparkled like the morning star. And so began the class, leaving behind a strange sense of discomfort.

◇

It was around the time when the class was well underway.

Several students who had been quietly listening to the mathematics lesson began showing various emotions in their eyes. Regardless of gender, they kept blinking and glancing at me in a way that was completely transparent. From my position at the podium, I could see everything while pretending not to.

It would be troublesome if they lost focus during our first class together. So even as I kept talking, I pondered ways to redirect their attention.

My concerns proved unnecessary as their intentions soon became clear.

"...That concludes my explanation of simplifying comparisons. Does anyone have questions?"

"..."

No one ventured to ask anything, but somehow their previously scattered attention was now focused on me. Especially Tesser, who had been staring at me the entire time, looked as if he might pierce through me with his gaze alone.

I was confused by this inexplicable change.

Just as I was about to move on to the next topic out of embarrassment...

One of the students raised their hand high.

"Professor!"

"Yes, Demian."

"May I ask a question unrelated to the lesson?!"

"Ah, well."

Judging by Demian's stiff posture, I could tell he was quite nervous. I thought I should reward such fearless courage.

"Very well. Please continue."

"Ah... yes! Then..."

Demian asks.

"Could you tell us about the Carnar Kingdom?"

"By 'tell you'..."

"How did you... Professor, defeat the black sorcerers? I'd like to hear about that!"

"I see..."

A rather uncomfortable question had been fired at me. Although Serin and I had already agreed on how to respond to such inquiries, telling outright lies with my own mouth still pricked my conscience.

How could I, who nearly caused destruction while trying to save them and ended up being saved instead, have the audacity to boast heroic tales?

Still, unable to simply brush it off, I recited a fabricated story.

The main outline from the Mansion of the Sorcerer to the royal palace was similar, but everything after falling into Rastali's source of corruption was altered. For instance, I claimed that Serin, the princess, Luca, and I had worked together to drive back the black sorcerers' leader...

I ended up listing a series of absurd claims.

Regardless of my complicated feelings, the students' reactions were dramatic.

"Amazing..."

"I've heard rumors about the princess, but the two from the kingdom are strong too."

"As expected of the Grand Duke..."

The last comment came from Tesser. While I appreciated the favorable view, I felt like I was drowning in goodwill. His favor, different in nature from Serin's, was quite burdensome.

At least until he quietly muttered one phrase.

"Fucking awesome..."

"What?"

"Pardon?"

When I reflexively asked, everyone responded with high-pitched answers. I quickly surveyed the confused classroom and corrected myself.

"No... it's nothing."

Yet internally, I kept turning over that all-too-familiar vulgar word.

'Is it coincidence...? That the casual word he blurted out is the same vulgar expression that's become Eshtiel's habit. Surely a prince wouldn't...'

I hoped it was just my imagination, but troubling thoughts kept swirling in my mind.

'Come to think of it, he said he became friends with Eshtiel, and given the circumstances, Tesser is likely the one from whom Eshtiel learned such slang.'


Honestly, I wanted to question Tesser immediately, but the time and place weren't appropriate. Above all, this wasn't something to interrogate about as an Academy professor but rather as one person to another, so I needed to be more careful.

In any case, discussing such matters would become a conversation between a Grand Duke and a Prince...

I decided to just make a mental note and move on.

After the general story about the Carnar Kingdom concluded, more questions followed one after another.

"Professor, how old are you?"

"I'm twenty this year."

"Are you seeing anyone?!"

"If you mean friends, I could say the Second Prince of the Carnar Kingdom."

"I don't mean that kind of relationship, but rather..."

"Like a lover..."

"Someone you love...?"

"...I don't have one."

As I denied the question that was drawing so much focus, I found myself shaking my head at the image of Serin that kept appearing in my mind.

That couldn't possibly be love.

Harboring lust for Serin's exquisite curves, fantasizing about the softness of her pink lips—such sordid desires couldn't be love.

Could imagining freely holding hands, talking, leaning close with an infinitely comfortable distance really be called love?

'It's all... it's all just playfulness.'

I've had physical contact with Serin many times before.

We've danced together, held hands while walking. In the carriage heading to the Carnar Kingdom, Serin even sat on my lap and pinched me mercilessly.

During such fleeting playful moments, I would unnecessarily feel improper emotions toward Serin.

Charitably speaking, it was just play.

Less charitably, it was mere teasing.

Serin probably has no reservations about such behavior with people she considers her own.

Therefore, I expect nothing more.

'...Yes, I expect nothing.'

I only need to prepare to repay the kindness she has shown me. Let's send away these complicated thoughts.

Despite my resolution...

The innocent students, oblivious to my feelings, kept throwing desire-laden questions.

"So you haven't received any marriage proposals yet?"

"How much younger would you consider dating?"

"I wonder if you've ever had a first love..."

As one student trailed off, all the students in the class began chanting in perfect unison, as if they were one voice.

"First~ love!"

"First~ love!"

"Fiiiirst loooove~!"

'This is maddening.'

When I taught Serin and Eshtiel's class, I had judged teaching to be my calling.
But the middle school class was like another world compared to the elementary and university divisions.

'...At least this is something I can answer honestly.'

Looking back objectively, it's not a difficult question to answer. First love in my circumstances? That would be a luxury.

So I answered honestly.

"I believe most of you know my background. I lived a life focused on survival and earning money. That means I had a period when even forming connections with women was difficult."

At five years old, I escaped the institution, and until I met Rodrick at eight, I lived like a wild animal.

I stole food and slept under bushes. Then I beat up Rodrick when he tried to kidnap me and ended up making him my guardian.

After that, I founded the Pinwheel Mercenary Group and focused solely on making money. Eshtiel, whom I took charge of during that time, was like a suddenly fallen, sparkling star.

"Hmm."

"Ahem, ahem."

As I recounted my upbringing, the classroom suddenly fell silent. Such a dramatic change made me feel I might have gone too far.

"...I didn't mean to suggest this topic was uncomfortable. I was simply being honest about why I must answer in the negative. The past is just the past, so I don't mind at all."

Even so, they probably wouldn't bring up truly deep topics.

Sincerely considering from the students' perspective, they might be extremely curious about my background as a child of the deposed emperor. Or they might wonder how I, as such a child, came to be friendly with the current imperial family.

Those would truly be difficult topics.

...Let's permit such subjects during history class.

That's how I reached an internal agreement.

"Then, Professor...!"

"Yes, please speak, Miss Rua."

She was a girl with impressively sparkling jeweled pins in her prettily arranged hair.
This girl, who subtly attracted the boys' gazes, spoke in an excited voice.

"Have you... decided on a partner for this quarter's Academy exhibition...?"

"Exhibition? I thought partners for the evening party were only for students."


"No! Professors sometimes bring partners too when walking around! Not just for the evening party, but for the daytime festival as well!"

"I see. I must have misunderstood since I'm new."

After indirectly revealing that I didn't have a partner, some students' faces lit up.

I tilted my head in confusion at the unclear intention behind the letter papers suddenly appearing on my desk.

◇

"Hmmmmmm."

Eshtiel half-opened her eyes, pretended to contemplate, then abruptly extended her small hand. The male student facing her placed a candy in her hand and made a steeple with his fingers.

"Hmmmmmmmmmm."

"...Ugh."

Apparently one wasn't enough, as the male student gave her another candy. Only then did Eshtiel suddenly open her half-closed eyes and slyly smile.

"I like it."

"Quickly... tell me quickly..."

The male student was literally trembling at the knees. His unstable mental state resembled someone under the influence of drugs.

Even with this, Eshtiel kept him waiting, and he stopped shaking his legs and quietly stared at her. In this solemn atmosphere, Eshtiel's mouth slowly opened.

"There's a possibility."

"Wooooooooooooooah!!!"

"Good luck. Fighting!"

"Thank you, Eshtiel!"

The boy finally grabbed both of Eshtiel's hands to express his gratitude. Eshtiel proudly puffed out her chest and grinned.

The current appearance of Eshtiel's seat was quite peculiar.

It was darkened on all sides, and Eshtiel's position resembled a confessional booth, almost perfectly enclosed.

In reality, it was just an ordinary classroom, but Eshtiel's once-started meddling had created this situation.

"He's so lucky..."

"This actually works..."

"Sigh, life."

Other children, regardless of gender, sighed.

The catalyst was the upcoming Academy exhibition. It all started with students worrying about who to walk around with during this festival.

During lunch break, as Eshtiel was wandering around the Academy, she happened to overhear a classmate's concern...

[What should I do... Can I ask Ronia to be my partner...]

[Just try to be brave. Nothing will happen if you just keep worrying.]

[But we're in the same class. If she rejects me, how will I face her the next day?]

[...That's true.]

That's when Eshtiel's meddling shone.

[Huh? Ronia, the blue-haired one? She likes you too.]

[...What?! Wait, where did you come from...]

[Is that important right now?! You, what did you just say? Ronia likes me?]

He asked so urgently that Eshtiel helplessly spilled everything.

[Yeah, that's right. Ronia likes you. But if someone else asks her first, she might give up on you?]

[...!]

For a moment, the boy was flustered, but he remained cautious.

[How do you know that...?]

[I know everything. I can see who hates who and who likes who. That other friend there likes the purple-haired one... Yuni?]

At Eshtiel's merciless revelation, the friend who was with them stood up.

[Yuni... purple hair, could it be Yune? How did you...!!!]

[I told you. I know everything.]

[You liked Yune?]

[...Shut up!]

The boy, initially shocked by the unexpected revelation, soon regained his composure and asked secretly.

[...So, what does Yune think of me?]

[She doesn't like you, but she doesn't hate you either.]

[I see...]

[Hey! That's good enough! As long as she doesn't hate you!]

[This guy... getting all cocky just because someone likes him...?!]

Somehow they had come to completely believe Eshtiel's claims. This is how the legend of Eshtiel, the Academy's Cupid, began.

The result was her current position.

Eshtiel's affection-detection service, with candy as payment.

"Hehee."

Eshtiel bloomed with a victorious smile.

Later, Rahilt, who heard the rumors and came looking, confiscated everything in a mess.

Next ChapterI realized I might have been foolish.

I came to this conclusion while watching Rahilt, who had become a star instructor in the ambiguous sense of the word in just one day.

"I should have forced a marriage when Rian received his Grand Duke title...!"

Now that Rahilt's honor had been restored, there was no reason to hold back.

Originally, my goal of claiming the imperial throne was to suppress the ministers who would interfere with my relationship with Rahilt. If I could obtain absolute power, I could crush anyone who opposed my union with the deposed emperor's child.

But by chance, Rahilt's existence had been publicly acknowledged, and he had gained a respectable position. This meant he no longer needed to hide.

That directly correlated with my diminished motivation to become empress.

As an imperial princess, becoming the bride of Grand Duke Rahilt would solve everything—what was there to fear? I could simply toss the burdensome imperial throne to Tesser and be done with it.

"I should have clouded Rian's judgment and created a fait accompli in one swift move..."

I suffered greatly to save you. So reward me. Preferably in bed.
...If I had pushed him that way, he would have gladly offered me his virginity.

"No... maybe not. He might have scolded me for being vulgar. He's a Confucian man with rock-bottom self-esteem but the sexual morals of a sage incarnate."

If he could denounce squats as obscene, the game was over. No amount of physical advances would sway Rahilt.

"...I'm pretty, you know."

Being the daughter of the previous novel's protagonists, how could I possibly be lacking in appearance?

The problem, however, was Rahilt's environment.

His father was the second male lead from the previous work, and his sister was the delectable Eshtiel. Add to that his mother-in-law, a woman whose beauty was like a constellation of stars in the night sky.

Above all, just looking in the mirror once a day would make him immune to ordinary allure.

Perhaps I've set my sights on an unexpectedly impregnable man...

Perhaps...

...

......

"No... no, that can't be...!!!"

Don't be ridiculous, seriously.

I saw it.

I already witnessed it.

I directly observed Rahilt smiling sweetly and harboring affection for a woman.

"That bitch Rashera... that fucking bitch succeeded where I couldn't? Don't make me laugh. Say something that makes sense."

This is maddening, but what do I need to do to beat Rashera?

Setting aside the parts I skipped in the mental world his mother showed me, I've already seen Rahilt desperately clinging to Rashera in the original story.

What do I need to do, and to what extent, to outmaneuver the original Rashera?

"Haah..."

I released my rising anger mixed with a sigh.

"Thankfully this isn't an adult romance novel... really..."

It's fortunate that both Rashera and Rahilt maintained their virginity. If this had been an R-rated novel...

"...Huh?"

At that moment, I had a sudden realization.

"I can... win, can't I?"

It's simple.

There's a straightforward, brutish method.

A winning strategy that even the original Rashera couldn't achieve!

"I just need to take his virginity. Be his first."

And as a bonus, I'll give him mine too.

"I just need to break through that Confucian scripture and have sex with him...?"

But despite these thoughts, I didn't want to appear frivolous. Like most men, Rahilt would probably dislike promiscuous women.

Therefore, I needed to seduce Rahilt while maintaining an air of purity. Or alternatively, manipulate him into making the first move.

"Even I can see this is a damn difficult mission."

Let's organize the plan.

This is definitely not a project that can be achieved in a short period. During that time, Rahilt must absolutely not roll around with any woman. Except me, of course.

But the Academy is a jungle.

There will be an abundance of Amazon warriors hunting Rahilt, with his clean reputation, Grand Duke title, and handsome appearance.

Girls wearing dresses instead of uniforms as battle gear, using stationery as arrows to snipe at Rahilt.

This will undoubtedly reach its peak at the upcoming Academy exhibition.

"No... that won't do."

So I'll begin.

The project of a lifetime.

I will personally super-defend Rahilt's lower body.


"I need to expand my social circle..."

Meeting people would make it easier to identify those with impure intentions toward Rahilt. Then I could simply keep those women in check.

No sooner had I made this resolution than I saw Rahilt walking on the other side, supporting a bundle of letters with one hand.

It was very easy to understand what that meant.

"Oh... shit."

Even as I cursed, I rubbed my face with both hands.

Simultaneously, I used my index finger to shape my lips into a neat arc and gently adjusted my previously scrunched eyes.

After forcibly manipulating my expression in that brief moment, I waved my hand and ran toward him.

"Riaaaan!"

With each step I took, I let out a bright voice.

Ahah, ahahah.

When I crossed the corridor like an innocent girl and stood before his feet.

He said:

"In public spaces, it's Professor, Miss Seriniel."

"Ugh."

This is so frustrating.

Who was it that encouraged me to enjoy the Academy? Who corrupted my Rahilt like this?

"...It was my father."

What kind of parents don't help their child?!

It seems I'm naturally suited to being a filial daughter.

It was quite ironic that Rahilt from this other world was more Confucian than me, a natural-born Korean.

In other words, we're soulmates who can fill each other's gaps. That must be the case.



With this repeated conviction, I gave a sidelong glance to the cold-hearted Rahilt.

◇

I felt self-conscious.

Now that the day's work was over, I was facing Serin in the quiet personal room of a professor.

...No, I should correct myself.

Serin was staring at me as if trying to pierce me with her gaze, while I was busy avoiding her pressure by subtly averting my eyes diagonally.

In the middle of this seemingly endless stalemate, Serin finally broke the silence.

"It's over."

"What... are you referring to..."

"Your duties as a professor."

"Ah, yes. That's right."

Her attitude was so threatening that I almost misunderstood it as a question about whether my life was over.
After hearing my answer, Serin nodded once, got up from her seat, and moved to sit beside me.
Following that, with a thud, Serin sat down and narrowed the distance between us while smoothing her backside.

"Then it's okay now."

"Okay?"

"From now on, you're not Professor but Rian."

"That... would be correct."

When I reluctantly agreed, Serin pressed her skin against mine as if unleashed. Then she filled the gaps between my fingers with hers and pulled me sharply toward her.

As a result, with my center of gravity disrupted, I inevitably had to rest my weight on Serin's shoulder.

"Hey, Rian."

"Yes."

"Professor Elhader."

"...Yes?"

"I paid close attention in class today."

"Well, good job."

"I ranked first in the quiz."

"That's impressive."

"Just words?"

"Is there something else you need?"

As soon as I asked, Serin nodded as if she had been waiting for this.

She silently placed the hand that had been firmly holding mine on top of her head. Then she lowered her posture and looked up at me, making her request.

"Pat me. Until I'm satisfied."

"You want me to... pat you...?"


"What's strange about that? Even dogs get patted by their owners when they do well."

"That's because they're dogs..."

"You pat Tiel the same way."

"Ugh."

It was valid logic.

There was clearly a flaw in the logic somewhere, but when Serin approached closely, my mind seemed to dull and my thinking ability decreased.

My will to object disappeared, and I found myself belatedly discovering that I was complying with Serin's demands.

Therefore, my answer this time was predetermined.

"All... right."

Immediately after my brief response, my palm stroked Serin's dark, soft hair. Like a frozen lake in midwinter, Serin's hair was so sleek it seemed to slip through my fingers.

"Haah..."

Serin exhaled a heated breath and jolted as if electrified. She seemed unsatisfied with my movements, which rigidly repeated the same path, so she moved herself, leaving subtle hints.

I was preoccupied with enduring Serin's body heat and scent as she pressed close to me.

Moreover, just when I thought I had patted her head enough, she grabbed my hand and guided it to her nape. Thus, I ended up stroking Serin's white, delicate nape through her slightly curly hair.

"This is dangerous..."

This active contact initiated by me was distinctly different from the past when Serin would unilaterally cling to me.

Serin's reactions varied depending on how I moved my hand, and that somehow provided a strange pleasure and an indescribable feeling.

Though I knew I should stop, the words wouldn't leave my lips.

As if completely unaware of my feelings, Serin said:

"Ah, this position must be uncomfortable for you."

Saying that, Serin rose slightly from her seat and slipped her backside between my slightly parted legs.

"Serin...!?"

Flinch!

For an instant, my shoulders shot up.

This was dangerous. Truly dangerous.

Beyond the propriety of the action, it was a social crisis.

Serin was probably acting this way because she trusted me. But I was about to betray that trust.

"Please... I hope Serin's uniform is thick..."

I sincerely hoped so.

We weren't touching yet, but depending on how things progressed, we might.

I wanted to embrace her tightly, but her defenseless attitude was truly vexing when she didn't understand my feelings. No, that's a lie. "Vexing" is too strong. I'm just confused.

As if toying with me, Serin leaned her back against me with a subtle smile. In response, I had to pull my waist back as far as possible, which required tremendous abdominal strength to maintain a natural posture.

"Haah, this feels good..."

"I'm extremely uncomfortable..."

Just as I was swallowing my lament, Serin spoke:

"You know what? I just had a realization. Want to know what it is?"

"No, not at all..."

"Since you're curious, I have no choice."

That's right.

The answer was predetermined.

Serin trampled over my protests like a strong warhorse and continued:

"I realized it doesn't matter whether you're Rian or Professor Elhader."

"What...?"

"If you're Rian, then I'll be Serin, and conversely, if you're Professor Elhader, then I'll be Eungyo."

I had no idea what "Eungyo" was.

I couldn't possibly know, but I instinctively felt it was something extremely dangerous.

"So... Rian?"

"...Yes?"

"Shall we tour the exhibition together?"

"..."

Probably, this time too, the answer was predetermined.

For both Serin and me, equally.

Eventually, after hearing my answer, Serin drew a satisfied arc with her lips.

"Well done."

That single phrase felt like it was tightly binding my hands and feet.

Next ChapterMeanwhile, Eshtiel, who had finished all her Academy duties, was strolling around the Academy with light footsteps.

The Academy at sunset was still a lively and dynamic place, so she wasn't afraid. This was because students who owned mansions on the island commuted on their own, while students from distant regions resided in dormitories.

As a result, even after the Academy's schedule ended, there were still quite a number of students lingering nearby.

"What should I do now?"

Her classmates had all gone their separate ways, and she had previously agreed to act separately from her brother.

If Rahilt were to hang around inside the Academy, it might actually harm Eshtiel's relationships. Therefore, Rahilt and Eshtiel even commuted separately.

There was still quite some time before the Windmill Knights were scheduled to pick her up, and she was wondering how to pass the time.

Eshtiel opened her small mouth and yawned.

"Hmm?"

Just then, someone recognized her from behind.

"Count Elenot?"

"Ah, it's Tesser!"

Eshtiel momentarily forgot her boredom and scurried over. Seeing Eshtiel behaving like a puppy wagging its tail, Tesser couldn't help but smile.

"It's been a while, Count Elenot."

"Yeah. It's been super long. But you've grown so tall, I'm jealous."

"How much could I have grown to make you jealous?"

Tesser was being modest, but he was secretly pleased. He had been aware that he was growing taller lately, probably because he was in his growth phase.

His sister Serin was also quite tall for a girl, which raised Tesser's expectations.

"You've grown too, Count Elenot."

"Really?!"

"...Yes, probably."

"Hehe, awesome!"

Eshtiel jumped up and down with joy.

Meanwhile, Tesser could only manage a bitter smile, as his comment about her growth had been merely a polite greeting.

He hadn't expected her to be so genuinely happy about it, and now he felt weighed down by guilt.

"But why do you keep calling me Count Elenot? I'm Eshtiel."

"Because that's correct."

Tesser already knew that strictly speaking, this wasn't right.

In fact, it wasn't proper to address someone by their outside title within the Academy. However, Eshtiel was the younger sister of someone Tesser admired. It was natural for him to feel a strange distance from her.

Of course, from Eshtiel's perspective, this didn't matter.

"No way. That makes it feel like there's no affection between us. This is a secret, but my brother told me something. We're actually a 'people of affection.' I don't know what it means, but we supposedly have lots of affection. So, Tesser, you should call me by my name."

"People of affection...?"

Good heavens.

Tesser was startled.

People of affection? This was an aspect of the Empire he had never heard of before.

It was too significant to dismiss as nonsense, especially since the source was Eshtiel's brother—Rahilt.

Strictly speaking, he was the only male descendant of the Empire's legitimate imperial bloodline. If such a secret about "people of affection" came from Rahilt's mouth, there must surely be substantial evidence behind it.

Tesser bent down to Eshtiel's eye level and spoke solemnly.

"Count Elenot. I think it's best we keep our being 'people of affection' a secret."

"Why?"

"..."

Tesser couldn't immediately answer Eshtiel's question.

Yes, why indeed?

Come to think of it, it probably wouldn't be troublesome even if it were revealed.

Being people of affection probably just means being kind-hearted. But if that's all it meant, there wouldn't be enough reason for it to be kept hidden and passed down.

There must be some kind of reason that he couldn't imagine. So Tesser vaguely evaded the question and advised her.

"It might be troublesome for the Grand Duke. That is... your brother."

"Oh no, really?"

"Yes, probably."

"I see..."

Eshtiel hung her head dejectedly. She looked so pitiful that it stirred up sympathy in him.

'People of affection...'

Meanwhile, Tesser's blood was slightly stirred.

His heart raced at the feeling of approaching some profound truth. It felt as if he had become a special existence. The heart of the second-year middle school student was pounding, staining his pure mind with black ink.

"But you know."

Eshtiel tugged persistently at Tesser's sleeve, which had been distracted by other thoughts.

"Call me by my name. Everyone else calls me by my name, so it's weird if only you call me that way."

"I... guess so."

No choice, I suppose.

We are people of affection, after all.

So, Tesser casually spoke her name.

"Eshtiel."

"I like that."


Eshtiel laughed cheerfully. Then she stretched out her head and placed Tesser's hand on it.

"Since you did well, I'll let you pat my head."

"Huh?"

"This is a reward. My brother, Luca, and Serin all really like it."

"Th-thank you, Eshtiel."

Tesser found himself patting Eshtiel's head as if receiving an honor. Although he was being swept along by Eshtiel's pace, doing this put a strange brake on his heart.

Was it okay to pat the younger sister of someone he admired like this? Or was this an excessively embarrassing privilege?

'I can understand why they consider this a reward, though...'

Eshtiel was absolutely adorable. So adorable that one might mistake cuteness itself for a kind of justice.

She was unaware of it herself, which made her all the more powerful.

'Eshtiel is nine years old this year, right?'

Meanwhile, Tesser was turning fifteen. Realizing this, Eshtiel really felt like a little sister to him.

Honestly, Tesser was more afraid of Serin than fond of her, so he envied Rahilt for having such a little sister.

Of course he would.

Serin viewed Tesser as a competitor in her single-minded pursuit of the throne, and for some reason, she maintained a certain distance from their parents as well.

Tesser felt as if Serin belonged to a different world.

In the past, he had desperately wanted to become close with her, but now they were merely distant. They were family in name only.

That's why the tender sibling love between Rahilt and Eshtiel, who weren't even blood-related, struck Tesser as shocking.

'I really... envy them.'

Tesser continued patting Eshtiel's head with a bitter smile.

He thought he had abandoned all lingering attachments, but apparently that was a misconception.

If he had truly steeled his resolve, he wouldn't have felt envious of Eshtiel.

"Eshtiel."

"Yes?"

"What is the Grand Duke like usually?"

"Hmmmm."

Eshtiel pretended to think for a moment, then stuck out her lips.

"I hate him!"

"Huh, umm...?"

Tesser's eyes trembled at Eshtiel's absurd declaration. He wondered if his ears were deceiving him, but Eshtiel continued with an indignant face.

"You know what, Tesser?"

"What...?"

When I cautiously asked, Eshtiel clenched her fists and grumbled.

"Today I was listening to my friends' worries and earned tons of candy as payment. But then he suddenly appeared, even though it wasn't his class time, and confiscated every single piece! He took everything—even the ones I secretly put in my pocket and the ones I was sitting on!"

"That's... impressive."

"It's not impressive at all!"

"R-right. Not impressive at all."

Tesser quickly corrected himself when Eshtiel shouted. But she still seemed upset, as her protruding duck-like lips showed no sign of retreating.

"And then he said I could only eat two candies until the holiday because I must have eaten too many today. Ugh, my brother is truly not human. How can someone be so cruel!"

'If he's not human, he must be a dragon...'

He was truly an X-traordinarily cool being. However, Tesser couldn't show this admiration in front of Eshtiel, so he quietly nodded along.

Also, letting an excited Eshtiel spread gossip about her brother in a public place would be bad for his reputation in many ways. So Tesser deliberately changed the subject.

"By the way... may I ask what kind of counseling you were giving that you mentioned?"

"Huff... Sigh... Oh, that? Love counseling."

"...I see."

That's quite a low-credibility consultation. Now he could somewhat understand why her brother had confiscated all the candy.

It probably wasn't proper counseling, so she must have collected candy through other means. From the Grand Duke's perspective, he might have misunderstood that she was using his backing.

...Of course, the most likely possibility was that he was simply concerned about Eshtiel's health.

"What's with that expression? Don't you believe me?"

"No, I believe you."

"I'm really perceptive, you know? Tesser doesn't believe me."

"Haha..."

Tesser could only laugh awkwardly. However, Eshtiel wasn't satisfied with this response either and immediately put her hands on her hips and declared:

"Hmph, you still don't believe me. Fine! I'll give you special counseling."

"Counseling... alright."

Tesser accepted Eshtiel's semi-forceful proposal as if playing house.

Above all, he was curious about Eshtiel's counseling skills that had earned her so many candies.

With that faint expectation, Eshtiel's counseling began.

...Starting with a strange statement.

"Tesser likes me. Because even though it's just the two of us here, I can see 'like' all over the place!"

"Well..."

Of course I have to like you. You're none other than the Grand Duke of Elhader's sister.


Still, impressed that she had roughly guessed correctly, Tesser nodded.

"So Tesser wants to ask me to go to an exhibition with him, right?"

"...Is that so?"

If forced to choose between 'yes' and 'no,' he would choose 'yes.' Spending time with Eshtiel would probably be quite enjoyable.

However, the outrageous statement that followed shattered Tesser's lungs.

"And then, you'll confess that you love me. Because Tesser really, really likes me."

...!?

"Keh-hak, what...! Are you cra— I mean, are you in your right mind, Eshtiel?!"

"I am. You like me this much."

"Please... Eshtiel. Let's be quiet for a moment."

Tesser looked around frantically, afraid someone might be listening.

Fortunately, there was no sign of anyone nearby, and Eshtiel faithfully followed his instruction.

Once the safety of the scene was confirmed, Tesser spoke softly.

"Eshtiel... there's a 6-year age gap between us. That might not matter for adults, but for our age group, it's very significant. Unless an arranged marriage was planned, it would almost be a crime."

"Why is it a crime? Can't young people love too? If so, all the kids in my class are criminals too."

"Well, it's okay if you're around the same age. But we have a big age difference, don't we? That's why it's not allowed."

"Ah, I see."

"Phew."

She seemed to understand somehow.

...or so he thought, but Eshtiel mercilessly trampled on that pathetic misconception.

"So Tesser is having a forbidden love!"

"No, Eshtiel! Absolutely, absolutely not...!!!"

"It's okay, it's okay. How can anyone stop the heart? I understand everything."

"No, you don't understand even a tiny bit...!?"

"There, there, it can't be helped. When I grow up, I'll think about it."

"No, don't think about it... please...! Let's forget it, Eshtiel. Okay?"

This is a big problem.

He couldn't even begin to guess how this misunderstanding had developed, but if such nonsense reached the Grand Duke, who knows what kind of wrath would descend.

Suddenly facing the greatest crisis of his life.

Cold sweat streamed down Tesser's forehead.

"Come on, don't be shy. I'll try my best to like Tesser too. Your face is completely red now that you've been found out."

"I'm dead..."

"No, you're not. So, um, what was it again? Your future has spears laid out...?"

"You mean 'your future is bright'..."

"Oh, that's it."

I don't think so.

No matter how much hope I add, having spears laid out in my future seems more accurate.

Will I be able to attend school normally tomorrow?

What if I'm socially annihilated, apart from the Grand Duke's anger?

What if I'm despised for lowering the dignity of the Imperial Family?

What if I'm dethroned because of it?

I can only describe it as having spears laid out in my path.

"...Ah."

Tesser felt the world spinning around him as he devised a last resort.

"Eshtiel."

"Yes?"

Denying it would be pointless; Eshtiel would never believe him. For unknown reasons, Eshtiel had great confidence in her position...

So Tesser gave up denying it any further.

"I'll... secretly give you candy... if you keep it a secret that I like you..."

"Ooh, how many?"

"As many as you want."

"Really?"

"Yes."

"Promise?"

"I promise."

"Wow..."

Eshtiel's final words that followed dealt an indelible blow to Tesser's mind.

"I think I've come to like Tesser a lot. If we keep going like this, we'll be able to love each other soon."

"Aha... haha... that's... great..."

Tesser desperately clung to his consciousness, which was about to faint from losing self-control.

Facing Eshtiel's triumphant smile, he sincerely agonized.

'...Should I commit ritual suicide?'

He had just mortgaged his life in a completely different way.

Next ChapterThe atmosphere at the Academy had brightened considerably lately. With the upcoming fair, students were typically in high spirits.

The Academy Fair, held simultaneously with the festival commemorating the first Emperor's birthday, was a precious day when students were given free rein. While the Academy generally ensured students' autonomy, the contradiction of a place of learning transforming into a playground was quite special.

Many were also looking forward to the party held in the Academy's decorated auditorium.

After all, as the Emperor emphasized, they were the ones experiencing their youth. Therefore, it was only natural for them to set aside outside concerns and nurture their innocent feelings.

In fact, numerous engagements had been arranged at the Academy.

In a way, this environment made it an ideal place for social climbing. By making good friends or finding the right lover, one's social standing could change significantly.

So, at one point, Rahilt had consoled himself that it was fortunate.

Having debuted as a professor due to his father and mother's double manipulation, he had mistakenly thought there would be considerable distance between himself and the students.

He had emphasized it half-jokingly, but now the Academy truly began to seem like a wilderness.

"Professor! I have a question. Could you come closer?"

Why does that girl only ask questions after class ends?
She shouldn't emphasize her own incompetence by deliberately asking about simple concepts.

"Professor, thank you for always teaching us so kindly!"

Why is she so eagerly presenting a gift package?

This is criminal. It's a violation of the anti-graft law, you shameless girl.

Observing Rahilt's daily life, I had reached one conclusion.

"...This is infuriating."

I'd like to clear away all these women around him and glare at them. But it was difficult to act purely on my instincts.

Rahilt's life at the Academy was his father's consideration to let him enjoy the normalcy he had lost, and I agreed with his father's thinking. How could I possibly restrict Rahilt's every move?

...Even this cursed situation would have been part of the normal life Rahilt would have enjoyed had he lived normally.

"If only he weren't a professor..."

I belatedly realized that the position of professor was harder to defend than that of a regular student.

If he were a regular student, Rahilt might be able to reject approaches himself, but as a professor, he had to respond diligently if someone had a legitimate reason.

This was especially true for the conscientious Rahilt, unlike other professors who were more casual.

'And because of you, no men dare approach me either.'

For a long time, rumors had spread throughout social circles that I had feelings for Rahilt. Given that there had been scandals since his days as "Rihart," it wasn't surprising.

In fact, it was true.

Though I never directly admitted it, most people accepted the rumors as fact. That's why hardly any men tried to seduce me.

Because I was the most noble woman in the empire after my mother, and men who matched my status were extremely rare.

Who would dare try to seduce me when it was known that I had my heart set on Rahilt, a Grand Duke with the title of hero?

But Rahilt was different.

'...This damn romance fantasy world setting.'

There's no stigma attached to a lower-status woman pursuing a higher-status man. If she receives his favor, everything proceeds smoothly afterward, regardless of the Imperial Princess's feelings.

Above all, our relationship—without engagement or even official statements—had too many gaps to exploit.

This is why women are more frightening. While men tread carefully, women compete without concern.

"Sigh..."

I can't help but sigh.

If only I had someone to vent to, I might feel better.

I can't just forcibly put a wedding ring on his left ring finger.

...Of course, even if I did force a wedding ring on him, Rahilt would probably accept it. However, if that happened, it would be more an extension of affection rather than love.

Standing at the altar in formal attire while dumbfounded... that's about how it would feel.

I didn't want that either.

I wanted to make him fully aware of his love for me, then drag him to bed and achieve a victory that even Rashera from the original story couldn't deny.

Perhaps this is too much to ask of Rahilt, who is only now removing his mask and nurturing his emotions.

How nice it would be to have some help.

"I need someone who understands our situation... and knows all my inner feelings..."

Could such a convenient person possibly exist?


It's probably a futile wish.

I waved enthusiastically at Rahilt, who gave a slight bow when our eyes met.

Afterward, as soon as he left the classroom, I buried my face on the desk with a gloomy expression.

◇

"The items?"

"They're ready."

"Enough of them?"

"Probably."

"What do you mean 'probably'! How many?"

"...Seven."

"I see."

Eshtiel stroked his chin and nodded gravely.

"Let's see, seven from big brother Tesser plus two from my brother makes nine! That's good, good. Just what I need."

"That's great... Eshtiel. But you must never skip brushing your teeth...?"

Tesser repeatedly emphasized tooth brushing to Eshtiel to ensure his safety. Each time, Eshtiel insisted that Tesser should trust him, but... Tesser found it hard to do so.

'If Eshtiel's teeth decay... if it's discovered that I'm the one who gave him the candy... ugh, terrible.'

As Tesser wanted to make a good impression on Rahilt, he was deeply concerned about Eshtiel's health. Yet he couldn't help but resent his fate of having to supply hard candy every day.

Moreover, besides Eshtiel's dental health...

"I'm so glad big brother Tesser likes me."

"Yes, that's right..."

Eshtiel's groundless misunderstanding was also troublesome.

For now, Tesser was going along with it like participating in a children's game, but if this farce leaked out, it would be quite a scandal.

"You know, big brother Tesser, I didn't realize you were so popular."

"Me?"

"Yes."

"..."

Popular, huh.

It would be strange if he weren't.

Regardless of circumstances, the position of prince is one of the most eligible matches.

Even if pushed out of the line of succession, he would obviously receive an impressive title and fief, so he had never lacked attention from the opposite sex.

Furthermore, even if marriage wasn't the goal, there were significant networking advantages.

'I don't really care about that yet...'

Tesser found social relationships difficult.

He could act if needed. Becoming "popular" as Eshtiel put it would be a simple task.

But he lacked the motivation.

Though he didn't want to blame her, his sister Serin's influence was quite significant.

The Serin that Tesser had observed was a star born with brilliant talent. And he realized very early on that he was merely a shadow hidden by that flickering light, a supporting character.

There was no way he could beat her in athletic ability, which she inherited perfectly from their father. Even when he tried to compete academically, he simply couldn't win.

So he often thought that his sister, who absorbed everything superhuman-like, seemed like someone from another world. And as he struggled to even imitate the immense obsession and stubbornness hidden beneath his sister's surface, his sense of helplessness only grew.

The struggle for the throne.

He couldn't even remember when he had essentially given up on it.

If only she had looked back at him as a brother, he might have found some comfort.

Sometimes he resented his sister, who was no better than a stranger, though not quite a stranger.

It was overwhelming to follow someone who wouldn't even teach him what his problem was.

The more he chased after her, the more his feet sank into the swamp—a feeling his sister would never understand.

So at some point, he seemed to have learned helplessness.

Embracing that helplessness, there were times when he resolved to escape the pressure and find happiness.


Because while Serinel was extremely talented, she didn't appear happy. So he had the foolish thought of competing with his sister in happiness, if nothing else.

'...In the end, it seems I lost both.'

One day, his sister changed.

After the confidential princess abduction incident, her eyes gained vitality. Her demeanor changed dramatically, and she smiled more frequently.

That's when he realized early on that he was destined to lose even in areas that couldn't be measured by scores.

He wanted to be special.

He yearned for something others didn't have.

How wonderful it would be if he could acquire some talent—whether the Grand Duke's extraordinary authority, his sister's innate physical dragon power, or any ability at all.

His father was the continent's victor.
His mother was the strategist who usurped the Emperor's crown.
His sister was exceptional without saying...

'Only I...'

Became nothing.

If all the noble bloodlines entwined in his body were removed, what would remain of himself?

A miner who sweats every day.
An orphan begging for one meal a day on the streets.
A family of commoners with difficult circumstances.

If they all started from the same starting line... what would make him superior to them?

...... He didn't know. Not at all.

Tesser carefully observed Eshtiel, whose only concern seemed to be getting caught with hard candy by her brother.

It was cute how she looked around nervously while unwrapping the candy.

He envied Eshtiel, who resembled a pure white canvas.

Despite being the laundry yard's punching bag, she could be so purely happy... he envied her so much.

Crunch, crunch.

The sound of candy being chewed with a sweet scent tapped at his ears.

Concerned, he looked at Eshtiel again, only to find her staring back at him.

"What's wrong?"

"Mmm, I forgot."

"What?"

"To say thank you!"

Then Eshtiel clumsily imitated a curtsy and smiled brightly.

"Thank you, big brother Tesser. This is super delicious!"

"It's just candy, no big deal."

"No, no, it's not just anything. From today, big brother Tesser is a very special person to me."

Thump—his heart felt like it dropped.

That single phrase "special person" made his skin tingle.

Special just for offering candy tributes—what cheap specialness.

"Haha..."

Was it mockery? Or self-deprecation?

Tesser unconsciously patted Eshtiel's head.

That's when the unexpected happened.

"Oh, that kid playing over there... isn't that our friend's cutie?"

"Yeah, I think you're right."

Two voices, male and female, came from the direction of the school gate. Hearing the familiar voice, Eshtiel hurriedly stuffed the hard candy into her pocket.

"Ah, it's big brother Luca!"

Despite calling out happily, Eshtiel hid firmly behind Tesser.

The tribute candy seemed quite precious to her.

This was how the first visit of two exchange students who would stir up the Academy began.

Next Chapter# Carnar Kingdom's Famous Visitors

The rumor that a celebrity from the Carnar Kingdom had come to study abroad at the Imperial Academy spread quickly.

From the next day, the two people assigned to the fourth year of the Academy's university department instantly became the center of attention.

Luca, who was essentially designated as the next king of Carnar Kingdom, and Kanarin, who had built the kingdom's most powerful faction from a fallen noble family—the very notion of them avoiding attention was absurd.

It was somewhat better when they were attending classes, but whenever they ventured outside, people inevitably followed them.

"Prince, why did you come to study in the Empire?"

"Well, because I wanted to have fun?"

"Hehe, how amusing."

"Ahaha."

Luca let out a soulless laugh reluctantly. He had come with the sole intention of enjoying himself freely one last time before ascending to the throne. Even when he confessed this literally, no one believed him.

Watching this, Kanarin snorted derisively beside him.

"Lady, you must be close friends with the Prince, right?"

"I heard you've been friends since childhood?"

"Friends..."

Kanarin's lips twitched slightly. She glanced at Luca, who was busy making small talk, then immediately put on her business smile.

"Yes, we're friends."

Tsk.

Kanarin quietly clicked her tongue.

That's when it happened.

As is often the case when crowds gather, whether intentional or by mistake, rude comments tend to emerge.

Someone from the gathered crowd asked a question like a gossip-hunting reporter.

"So are you really just friends with the Prince?"

At that question, Kanarin clenched her fist tightly.

It would have been easier if she could simply ignore it, but as soon as the question was asked, the surrounding noise dropped dramatically, making it difficult to pretend she hadn't heard.

After a brief pause, Kanarin opened her mouth.

"...... Yes. Because we're friends."

An awkward atmosphere settled.

The impact of the rude question was so significant that Kanarin was about to turn away. However, a familiar face that appeared next caught her attention.

"Ah, Sister Narin!"

"Serin."

Serin ran straight toward them with a face full of delight. The crowd parted like the Red Sea before the two women's reunion.

Behind her approached Rahilt, who instantly captured the admiration of the women present.

"You surprised me, Luca."

"Oh my... if it isn't the Grand Duke of Elhader."

"... Please don't tease me."

Luca raised his eyebrows at Rahilt's newly prim reaction.

"Wow... no matter how much time has passed, you've really changed."

"Changed? Me?"

"Who else would I mean? How should I put it... you seem to have become human."

"I was human to begin with."

It seemed it would take more time for his social awareness to improve. That was Luca's assessment.

Besides, it was hard to take seriously when the dragon's child who could cause natural disasters insisted on being human.

"Well, it's a good thing. In many ways. Oh right, should I address you formally here since you're a professor?"

"I'd appreciate it only in public settings, as it feels awkward otherwise."

"Yes, understood, Professor!"

Luca played along cheekily.

Rahilt found it awkward that Luca, an acquaintance and his senior, was speaking formally to him, and wanted to leave quickly. However, Eshtiel came running up right after, causing him to miss his chance to escape.

"Big brother Luca!"

"Oh, if it isn't Rahilt's cutie? Seeing you again so soon after yesterday."

"Hehe."

Eshtiel's eyes sparkled as she immediately revealed her desire.

"Big brother Luca. Show me that thing, that thing. The one where you make a pond in the air!"

She was talking about portals using spatial magic. Luca patted Eshtiel's head and gently refused her.

"I can't with so many people around."

"Then how about the floaty thing?"

"Again, rejected due to the crowd."

"Aww."

As Eshtiel pouted, Luca's cheeks rose impossibly high. Taking advantage of the moment, Rahilt picked up Eshtiel and gave a slight bow to say goodbye.

"I'll come find you after my duties are finished."

"I'll be waiting."

"I want to come too, big brothers."

"Oh, the cutie is always welcome."


At this cheerful permission, Eshtiel bowed her head. With that, Rahilt moved away from the noisy crowd. Meanwhile, Kanarin and Serin also exchanged brief plans.

"See you later, Serin. I have something to tell you."

"I have lots to tell you too, so I'll come find you soon."

"Okay, got it."

No matter how famous these study abroad students were, they still belonged to the Academy.

Luca and Kanarin returned to their assigned class before they could be late.

◇

As the sun was setting.

In the quieter hours of the Academy, Narin and I sat alone on an outdoor bench watching the sunset.

In the increasingly calm atmosphere, I was the first to break the silence.

"Have you resolved all the issues in the kingdom?"

"No way, we're still far from it. Those guys messed up more than just a few things."

She responded with self-deprecation and a clouded expression. I was slightly surprised by her unexpected answer.

"Then is it okay for you to be here having fun?"

"The king suggested it first. He said that after this much recovery, the remaining people should be able to handle things. Besides... Luca will soon succeed to the throne, so this is his only time to be free."

"I suppose the kingdom will be in turmoil for a while."

"That's right."

The Carnar Kingdom currently needed a symbol of revival—a symbol that could end the people's anxiety and represent a future they could entrust themselves to.
For example, an unparalleled genius magician who defeated the evil black sorcerer's plot—like the second prince, Luca.

"..."

"..."

Silence continued.

I had something I wanted to confide in Sister Narin, and it seemed she had something to tell me too...

But somehow it felt awkward for either of us to speak first without prompting. Perhaps it was because we shared the same circumstances as possessed individuals.

To break this atmosphere, I playfully recited a rumor I'd heard.

"By the way, Sister, you're quite famous. I heard you got perfect scores on all the placement tests and even impressed the professors?"

The tests were in the Imperial style, meaning the history exam contained the Empire's history, not the Kingdom's. Geography, culture, etiquette, and other subjects were the same.

I had intended to casually change the subject, but thinking about it, her achievement was truly remarkable.

She cleared her throat shyly in response.

"Ahem, I have know-how from my previous life. It's no big deal."

"Were you good at studying?"

"Quite? Before I was diagnosed with a terminal illness, I was in the Business Administration department at Korea University."

"...What?"

I gaped at this shocking confession.

Korea University's Business Administration department?

That top-tier Korea University Business Administration department that stands at the pinnacle for humanities students...!

"Damn, what kind of life did you lead?"

"People all live similar lives. Elementary, middle, high school, then university, and I was even preparing for the civil service exam..."

"Which civil service exam, by the way?"

"The Legislative Civil Service Exam."

Wow, my goodness. I had no idea... this woman lives in a different world.

"Sister, are you an alien standing before me?"

"Don't say that... it's embarrassing. I reincarnated before I could even start working properly. And what's the point of bringing up my past life credentials?"

"Still. Having just gone through high school life, I should be amazed—that's normal."

"Mmm... thanks."

Whoosh.

A cool breeze blew.

The trivial stories of our past lives scattered in the early spring wind, bringing us back to the present world.

"Sister, you have concerns, don't you?"

"... Is it that obvious?"

"Of course it is."

"You look like you have a lot on your mind too."

"Is it that obvious?"

"Of course."

Chuckling laughter flowed between us. Then I subtly pushed back my turn to share my concerns.

"You go first, Sister. I'm curious."

"Well, now that I'm about to say it, it's quite embarrassing."

"Come on, it's just between us, what's the big deal?"

"I guess..."

She trailed off, pressing her lips together, but soon gave in and opened up.

"Sigh... lately I can't figure out what Luca is thinking."

"The Second Prince?"


"Yes. He's always been hard to read, but it's gotten worse recently."

"Hmm."

Just scanning her expression gave me a rough estimate of the situation. Guessing the circumstances, I asked with sparkling eyes.

"Sister, this is a romance concern, isn't it?"

"... Ugh, no. I, well..."

"What's so strange about it? If you're possessed, it's natural to fall in love with the extra character whose life you saved by changing the original plot."

"...... I don't know."

This was another unpredictably innocent attitude. From what I'd seen of them acting in the Carnar Kingdom, they were essentially more than friends but less than lovers...

'It's just one-sided love on my part.'

Realizing this made my stomach hurt a little. But that wasn't the important thing right now...

"Sister, have you never dated? Not even once?"

"Ugh."

Silence is strong affirmation. I unconsciously covered my mouth with both hands at this rather surprising result.

"No, I mean... Sister? I'm not saying this with bad intentions... you attended university and were twenty-three years old..."

"...... The idea that you'll get a boyfriend when you go to university is a blatant lie told by adults...!!!"

While I was rambling, Sister Narin let out a quiet wail with a bright red face.

I was both puzzled and amused, and had to hold my wavering lips with my fingers.

"Ahem, I see. I suppose so. Well, I never even attended the entrance ceremony, so... how could I refute the words of someone with experience?"

"Are you making fun of me, Serin?"

"Hehe, how could I, a K-Confucian girl, dare to mock my elder..."

"You being a Confucian girl is the funniest joke I've ever heard in my life."

"..."

That wasn't a joke.

Anyway, Rahilt has to marry me, so what's wrong with establishing premarital facts?

If that's not being a Confucian girl, then I'm a Christian from today.

Be fruitful and multiply, huh? I'm just following a verse from the Bible!

What's the problem!

"... Ahem. Anyway, forget it! I just don't understand Luca—he neither stops people from coming nor holds onto those who leave. Did you see him this morning? Smiling and chatting smoothly with those girls."

"I did see that."

To my eyes, that smoothness looked like pretense—the kind of pretense he never shows to Sister Narin. Still, for the sake of the conversation, I decided to go along with it.

"But you've saved his life, fought alongside him... spent enough time together to be childhood friends? Shouldn't that be enough to expect something special?"

"Well..."

She really doesn't realize she's already getting special treatment?

I recalled that this morning, there wasn't a single instance where the Second Prince initiated conversation with anyone else. Building a good image is a natural virtue for someone who will become king...

'Sister Narin... you have some tiring aspects.'

Surprisingly, Sister Narin's level of obliviousness rivaled Rahilt's.

But it was also quite novel and cute to see an older adult being jealous. Perhaps even more so because it was jealousy from a Korea University Business Administration graduate who knew everything except romance.

Either way, knowing that empathy is essential in these situations, I comforted her.

"I understand. I really do. Sometimes there are types who are too receptive to everyone around them, making dating exhausting. The Second Prince is quite the bad person, isn't he?"

"... No. That's still his good side. It's Luca's strength."

Seriously, what does this sister want me to do?

"And if you put it that way, Rahilt is exactly the same. Just looking at you, Serin, I can tell you're troubled because Rahilt is so popular. But he doesn't reject anyone either."

"That's not true! My Lian is just too diligent and is fulfilling his duties as a professor. He's different from the Second Prince whose true feelings we don't know."

Of course, Sister Narin is probably the only one who doesn't know his true feelings.

"So you enjoy seeing that?"

"It pisses me off."

"See, I'm right."

"Ugh, really. You really know how to leave me speechless."

Maybe it's because she's from Korea University. The quality of her debate is different.

In the end, all we had left were sighs accumulating like sediment.

"Sigh..."

"Haah..."

Should I tell Sister Narin about her blunders?

But if I tell her, it might diminish the Second Prince's efforts, so I'm hesitant.

I'd rather not get involved and end up bleeding.

'Love... is really difficult...'

As the twilight turned into a bluish navy color.

We sighed once more, as if by agreement.

"Sigh..."

"Haah..."

It was what we did best as fellow possessed individuals sharing the same pain.

Next ChapterWhile Serin went to have a conversation with the Duchess Rupenter, Luca spent time with me. Eshtiel, who had come to see Luca's magic, was just a bonus.

"Luca, do the floaty thing again!"

"Hmm, the little cutie has energy to spare."

"Hehe. That's just how I am."

Shadows formed under Luca's eyes as he witnessed Eshtiel's proud demeanor.

You've grown into a child who doesn't consider others' fatigue even the slightest bit, Eshtiel. Though it was far from a compliment, the boy puffed out his chest confidently.

"Come here, Eshtiel."

"But I want to see more floaty things."

"Hurry up. It's not nice to torment tired people."

"Hmph."

Eshtiel hung his head dejectedly.

Soon after, Eshtiel jumped onto my lap. I slipped my hands under his armpits, picked him up, and properly seated him right beside me.

"You're strict."

Luca chuckled at my actions.

"Eshtiel needs to start learning manners."

Though I desperately wanted to give Eshtiel anything without hesitation after having lost him once, if that resulted in him growing up to be an inconsiderate villain, it would be worse than doing nothing at all.

Therefore, I wanted Eshtiel to grow up to be a properly sensible girl.

'The Academy is good, but entrusting her to Baroness Raden might also work well.'

Especially since she's a titled lady, she could be an excellent mentor for Eshtiel. Above all, there would be much to learn from Baroness Raden, one of the wealthiest people in the Empire.

As I was briefly planning for the future, Luca cleared his throat.

"Come to think of it, so much has changed in such a short time... You must have a lot on your mind."

"It sounds quite ironic coming from you, Luca."

"Well, I'm not in a position to talk."

Surely Luca had many matters to attend to regarding his kingdom. Didn't he say this year of study abroad would be his last taste of freedom? Thinking about it, I felt a bit sorry for Luca, carrying such heavy burdens on both shoulders.

"You'll manage well."

"Even if I can't, I have to. That's why Kanarin saved my life, after all."

"Speaking of which, I know the general situation... but how did you become acquainted with Duchess Rupenter?"

"Oh, were you curious about that? You're surprisingly interested in other people."

"How have you been seeing me until now?"

"That's a good question. It's just... my first impression was, how should I put it? You seemed like someone who lived in an extremely narrow world."

"That's true."

It might not be wrong. I unconsciously found myself nodding.

All my time revolved around Rodrick and Eshtiel, so I had no reason to take deep interest in others. At least until that disconcerting day when I met Serin.

It wasn't that I didn't want to maintain relationships with others, but as a child of the deposed emperor, it was impossible for me to open my heart sincerely. That's why Serin's presence—clinging to me without questioning anything—was bewildering. No matter how much I pushed her away, she closed the distance between us in an instant.

That connection with Serin led me to where I am now. To this position as an Academy professor, where I have to pay attention to students, half out of obligation...

I'm grateful.

I want to repay her consistent devotion to me, even at the risk of her life. How exactly to repay the kindness she's shown me is something I'll need to contemplate further.

That's why I was curious about Luca's situation. By referencing how Luca behaved toward the Duchess who saved his life, perhaps I could become a better person to Serin as well.

"Well, she definitely saved my life. Though it wasn't as dramatic as the gossips make it out to be."

"Did the Duchess defeat assassins with her spear skills? Somehow I imagined that."

"Pfft, no way. She would have been younger than your little cutie back then—what could she have done?"

"Was it impossible?"

"How could it be possible?"

"..."

"..."

"Ah, right. You're Rahilt, of course. I keep forgetting."

"Hmm..."

I suddenly recalled the days when, following Rodrick's orders, I had dismantled criminal cartels since I was eight years old.
Looking back now, Rodrick was truly a terrible person.

To make even Luca exclaim in shock at what he made me do without hesitation...

"She just came to me out of nowhere and told me I was going to be assassinated soon. At the time, I thought she was some crazy girl. I mean, it was the royal palace, after all. Who would have thought she was the daughter of the Rupenter ducal family, which was recovering from its fallen past and flourishing again? Who could have known?"

"So what did you do?"

"Regardless of how absurd it seemed, I was scared. My mother died giving birth to me, so I had no support, and meanwhile, my brother had great ambitions."

"Is having great ambitions a problem?"

"Usually not, but when I'm more outstanding than the size of those ambitions, it becomes an issue."

"Even so... would the king just stand by and watch?"

"He really did just watch, which is why I was abandoned in a palace tucked away in a corner. From what I heard later, it seems Rastali had been bewitching the king with black magic since then."

"That's... at least fortunate it wasn't genuine."

"Who knows? Now that my stock is soaring, maybe they're pinning all their wrongdoings on Rastali?"

"..."

A sad supposition.

In the sense that he had no protective barriers around him from birth, he was similar to me.

However, my case and Luca's were clearly different. Unlike me, who had the strength to survive alone, it would have been difficult for Luca to develop his magical talents from such a young age.

"So I don't really think of them as family. Neither the king nor my brother."

"Come to think of it, when you say brother... you mean the First Prince, right?"

"Huh? Well, yes... Ah."

Suddenly, Luca pressed his lips shut. Then, looking at me nervously, he searched for somewhere else to rest his eyes, which made me feel a bit sorry for him.

'Luca saw that too, didn't he.'

Back when Rashera's romantic feelings were directed toward the First Prince of Carnar Kingdom.
By then, Luca would have already been assassinated and buried as a cold corpse.
In a way, he had witnessed a horrific possibility for himself, but surprisingly, he seemed to have no particular feelings about it.

"I'm sorry as the half-brother of a philandering brother."

"I don't think anyone needs to apologize. At this point, everything was just an illusion anyway."

"Wow, so detached. Back then, you were so enraged that you..."

"P-please be quiet! I'm fully aware of my mistakes...!"

"You've really changed, in many ways."

I ignored Luca's private smirk and quickly changed the subject.

"Ahem! So, after receiving the assassination warning from the Duchess, what did you do?"

"I told you, I was terrified as a child. So I fled straight to the Rupenter ducal estate. Neither the king nor my brother paid any attention to me after that."

"You mean you completely moved your residence to the ducal estate?"

"That's right. From then until I became an adult, I was indebted to Kanarin's home. Thanks to that, I now consider them more like family. Though I don't know how Kanarin sees it..."

Luca's expression clouded slightly, as if in reminiscence.

In truth, though I couldn't explain why, I had been instinctively feeling a strange certainty.

Eventually, I asked a question filled with that certainty.

"Do you like the Duchess, Luca?"

"Yep."

"Huh?"

"..."

The answer came from an unexpected corner—from Eshtiel, who had been sitting quietly beside me.

Eshtiel blinked her round, silver eyes innocently.

"He likes her a lot."

"Eshtiel, that's rude."

"But you asked, brother."

"Yes, but I was asking Luca, not you."

"Hmph, why scold me for giving the right answer?"

I apologized to Luca on behalf of Eshtiel, who showed no signs of remorse.

"I'm sorry, Luca. I'll have a separate talk with Eshtiel later."

"No, it's fine. As the little cutie said, it's the truth. You had some certainty when you asked, right?"


"I wouldn't say certainty..."

I let my words trail off and turned my attention to Eshtiel.

"Eshtiel, as punishment, no candy for you today."

"Hmph, nothing I can do about that. I accept."

"...Hmm?"

Eshtiel seemed to be making an indignant expression... but something felt off. It seemed somehow fabricated.

Above all, it was strange that she accepted the punishment without screaming even once.

'Is it just my imagination...?'

Sometimes Eshtiel doesn't stake her life on candy, I guess. Quite an unfamiliar experience.

Since I couldn't think of any other suitable punishment, I decided to let it go.

Just then, Luca, having revealed his feelings, sighed.

"Sigh, but it's troubling. Maybe it's because we've been together since we were so young. Kanarin seems to see me only as family. Like... almost like a younger brother. You saw it too when we parted that time, right? She was pinching my cheeks in front of everyone."

"Hmm..."

"She's always been strangely mature. So smart that it's like she's living her second life... At this rate, I can't help looking several years younger than her, even though I'm not."

I understood Luca's feelings. The Duchess certainly treated Luca very casually. Seeing that, I was reminded more of Rodrick and Eshtiel than of street lovers.

"In this situation, if I were to confess, I'd be lucky if she didn't look at me like I was crazy. I should just hope I don't end up in court for wanting incest."

"Luca, you're really suffering..."

It was right then.

Eshtiel tilted her head and expressed an innocent question.

"What's incest?"

"...I think Luca misspoke about being close, Eshtiel."

"Oh, I see. Do you go to jail for being close?"

"...Depending on who it's with."

"My good Grand Duke of Elhader, I'm feeling extremely and miserably pathetic as I listen to this."

"Ah... um, I'm truly sorry."

"Haah..."

This time, it was my turn to watch Luca's reaction while desperately trying to think of words to smooth things over. However, unfamiliar concerns were difficult to resolve. In the end, it was Luca who spoke first, burying my verbal misstep.

"I envy you, Rahilt."

"Me...?"

"Yes. You don't have to worry since you have someone right beside you who charges straight ahead."

"Worry..."

I took quite some time to grasp the true meaning of Luca's puzzling words.

Luca initially seemed to think it was nothing special, but as the silence lengthened, he increasingly showed his bewilderment.

"Don't tell me... still? You really don't know?"

"Pardon? What are you talking about..."

"No, I mean, wow... You still...? It's almost like you're deliberately ignoring it."

"I find it difficult to guess your meaning."

"Well."

Luca's lips moved as if to say, I can't tell you this directly.

"If you're this oblivious, you really... should be grateful to Her Highness Princess Seriniel. If it weren't for her, you would have had far too many people to reject."

"...? I don't quite understand, but I'm always grateful to Serin. Sincerely."

"The fact that it's sincere is also part of the problem..."

"This is difficult..."

"I find it harder to understand your innocence..."

Though Luca pointed this out in astonishment, as the person being criticized, I could only feel perplexed.

I felt an intense gaze from beside me, and when I turned, there was Eshtiel, half-closing her eyes and mocking me.

"Oh my, my brother is truly hopeless."

It was the first time in my life that I found Eshtiel annoying.

Next ChapterAs the days passed, the excited atmosphere at the Academy grew more intense.

The Academy Exhibition, scheduled to coincide with the first Emperor's birthday, was truly just around the corner.

Students desperately trying to find partners for the party were frantic, while those who had already secured commitments were leisurely awaiting the festival day—this was the current state of the Academy.

Amid the Academy's daily life of contrasting joy and sorrow, I pondered.

'Regarding the exhibition partner matter... I should ask Serin for understanding.'

The true purpose of having a partner was less about touring the exhibition and more about attending the evening party. That's why even if they acted separately during the day, it was important to hold hands and attend the party together at night. I knew this, which is why I had accepted Serin's partner request.

But the request I received this morning ended up shaking my resolve.

[Excuse me, Professor Elhader.]

[Ah, good morning.]

When a professor visited me early in the morning, I thought it must be something unusual. But his next words were quite heavy for a morning greeting.

[Actually, I wanted to ask Professor Elhader for a favor.]

[Ah, yes. Please, go ahead.]

[You see... Professor Rupert apparently had a carriage accident yesterday evening.]

[... Is he alright?]

[Yes, he was seriously injured, but there shouldn't be any major issues if he rests for a while.]

[That's a relief.]

Even just colliding with a pony could cause serious injury. It seemed Professor Rupert was truly born under a lucky star.

[However, the problem is... Professor Rupert was responsible for overseeing the elementary division's evening party on the exhibition day.]

In principle, all Academy evening parties are conducted under the guidance of professors. This wasn't about controlling every aspect of the party according to the professor's wishes, but rather to prevent any possible accidents.

[Actually... I didn't want to trouble Professor Elhader, who is also the Grand Duke, but given the circumstances, I had no choice but to come to you. I was wondering if you could possibly oversee the elementary division's evening party... Would you please take charge of it?]

[I have no intention whatsoever of using my outside position. If I have a duty, I should naturally fulfill it.]

[... Thank you. I was concerned it might be an imposition, as you must have received plenty of partner requests yourself.]

[Well, I have received some.]

[T-Then...]

[I'm not saying I'm refusing. It's fine.]

[Ah...!]

[It's work. I'll accommodate as needed.]

[Then... I'll be counting on you.]

I accepted the responsibility of overseeing the evening party while recalling my promise to Serin. In any case, neglecting my duties for my own convenience would be inherently unfair.

I can only apologize to Serin multiple times and hope for her understanding.

So while teaching the elementary division's third-year class, I brought up the matter.

"... This will soon be announced to the entire elementary division, but due to Professor Rupert's unfortunate accident, I will be overseeing the elementary division's evening party."

"Gasp! That's terrible."

"Please be quiet, student Eshtiel."

"Ugh..."

Eshtiel made a disgruntled sound, but I lightly ignored it. I'm sure she was planning to cause some mischief while I wasn't around. Either way, she's a little sister I can't take my eyes off.

"While the Academy's evening parties are fundamentally meant for enjoyment, they're also excellent opportunities to test your etiquette. It would be good to approach it as a practical application of the etiquette you've learned."

The students murmured at my words. Various topics circulated among them, but the main sentiment was complaints that I was too rigid.

They're at an age where they just want to throw aside etiquette and play to their heart's content. I should accept their expressions of discomfort graciously.

"... That's just a suggestion. Don't misunderstand."

"Eh, that sounds like a lie. I bet you'll lecture us later."

"Well, I certainly would for family."

"Urgh."

Perhaps it's because she's in front of her friends. Eshtiel's way of backing herself into a corner is truly spirited.

Come to think of it, I became curious about something new, so I declared an early end to the class.

"We'll end today's class a bit early. However, I'd like to use the remaining time not as a professor, but as Eshtiel's brother."

"Huh?"

"The exhibition is approaching soon. I imagine you all are at the stage of requesting partners. While I often hear stories from Eshtiel, I've never once heard about her receiving partner requests."

The children wouldn't possibly be considering my feelings when requesting partners. Even for a doting family, interfering with that would just be misguided affection.


"So if it's not impolite, I'd like to hear your thoughts about Eshtiel... would you allow me?"

"That's rude to me!"

"Shh."

"Hmph."

After I took the initiative to silence Eshtiel, their opinions gradually spread among themselves. They seemed to be carefully considering how much they could say. With that in mind, I decided to ask more specific questions.

"Ahem, is there anyone here who has requested Eshtiel to be their partner?"

"..."

"..."

Silence.

They only exchanged glances, suggesting there truly was no one.

"It seems our child is surprisingly unpopular. Even setting aside my bias as her brother, I think Eshtiel is quite cute in her own way."

"Cough!"

Someone coughed violently as if caught off guard by my comment. I couldn't help but chuckle at that innocent reaction.

Perhaps that helped ease the children's wariness, as one boy began speaking in a gentle voice.

"Well... Eshtiel is popular, but... um, how should I put it... it's a bit..."

As that child trailed off, another student who had been watching cautiously joined in.

"She's too childish..."

"She's stronger than us too..."

"She kind of looks like a fortune-teller..."

I fully understood the childish part.

Eshtiel didn't have proper opportunities to learn language during her time as a laundry girl, so she still had pronunciation issues, and she was considerably shorter than children her age. Regrettably, that was Eshtiel's current situation.

However, reasons like being strong or looking like a fortune-teller were puzzling. It seems there's something that only the children who spend time with her can perceive.

"Hey! I already have someone to go with! Don't ignore me!"

"Oh, really?"

"I didn't know..."

"Who asked you?"

The class children were surprised by Eshtiel's declaration. And since this was also news to me, it was natural for my interest to be piqued.

"Who did you agree to be partners with, Eshtiel?"

"Big brother Tesser. He's super nice to me, so I said yes."

"Serin's brother..."

What an odd combination.

The connection between Eshtiel and Tesser couldn't have been that deep. It was difficult to gauge when they had become close.

No, more importantly...

"... Eshtiel."

"Yeah?"

"Tesser is... a second-year in the middle division."

What this meant was that for Tesser to accompany Eshtiel at the evening party, he would have to come to the elementary division's party venue.

In other words, Tesser, a second-year middle division student, would have to mingle with the little children of the elementary division. As a professor at the Academy who had observed the children's behavior, I knew this would be considerable mental torture.

And while Eshtiel claimed she had granted Tesser's request, it was probably different from the truth.

It was clear that Tesser was unilaterally accommodating Eshtiel. He's truly a thoughtful child in many ways.

"Ahem! Then may I assume that everyone else has already decided on their partners?"

"Yep, because I helped everyone!"

The children nodded in agreement with Eshtiel's confident answer. Hard to believe, but Eshtiel's statement didn't seem entirely false.

"Oh, but two people still don't have partners."

"Two?"

I was curious for a moment, but I quickly identified the two people Eshtiel was referring to. That's because only those two hung their heads as if they'd been caught.

'Hmm.'

It was the male student Shturn and the female student Lucia Epentel.


Lucia was a student I only knew by name due to her inconspicuous presence, but Shturn had left a strong first impression that remained vivid in my memory. That's because I still clearly remember the scene of him losing an arm-wrestling match to Eshtiel.

I think they've been getting along well without any trouble. Perhaps the hierarchy was perfectly established through strength.

"There's still plenty of time, so please don't rush. It's not like you absolutely need a partner anyway."

Though I tried to smooth things over, even I could tell my words were weak.

It seems I slightly abused my authority out of curiosity about the children. Perhaps this could be a genuinely painful topic for them...

While considering what kind of compensation I could offer to Shturn and Lucia later, I concluded the class.

◇

"What's this?"

"Oh my."

Rodrick skillfully cut open the seal of the letter delivered to Count Elenot's estate. Across from Rodrick, Baroness Raden, who was sipping tea, recognized what the letter was at a glance.

"It's an invitation to the Academy Exhibition. My, the seal design hasn't changed at all."

"Well, I never thought I'd receive something like this in my lifetime."

Though Rodrick outwardly dismissed it as making a fuss, his heated voice contained a strange sense of emotion. Seeing right through it, Baroness Raden subtly asked.

"It's one of the few opportunities for outsiders to properly explore the Academy. Why don't you go?"

"Well... I am curious about how the children are doing day to day..."

"I'm also curious to see how much of the Academy I remember remains."

Naturally, the invitation was Rodrick's.

As Baroness Raden had no acquaintances at the Academy, she hadn't received an invitation.

Of course, if she set her mind to it, she could obtain one even if it meant spending money, but what she truly aimed for wasn't just an invitation.

"I'm curious though..."

Baroness Raden glanced at Rodrick.

In response to her rather blatant behavior, Rodrick reluctantly offered.

"... If you don't mind being my partner, would you like to attend?"

"I'd love to!"

"Alright... let's do that."

Rodrick was by no means insensitive.

The truth that Baroness Raden viewed him romantically was far beyond the realm of his understanding, but he accepted it nonetheless.

When a woman ten years younger shows interest, it's impossible to feel displeased. Moreover, this woman is a noble and one of the wealthiest people in the Empire. Not to mention her beauty, which seems to have preserved her appearance from her twenties.

Apart from her goodwill, the Baroness's presence feels too excessive, making him cautious.

'Human relationships are truly unpredictable...'

During his days as an assassin and information broker.

After being firmly rejected by a certain viscount's daughter who would later claim the Empress's throne... he hadn't given women a second thought.

Now, a woman he felt unworthy to even touch was showing interest.

What was more absurd was his own heart gradually responding.

'Though I've completely moved on from my old love... somehow I feel very guilty.'

He wondered if he was welcoming the Baroness's goodwill because he didn't want to grow old alone. Without certainty, he felt apologetic.

... But he couldn't just remain still while expressing regret. If only for the sake of the Baroness who had chosen this aging man.

Rodrick ran his hand through his hair to shake off the frustration. At that seemingly insignificant action, Baroness Raden quietly set down her teacup and stared blankly at Rodrick.

'My goodness, how is this considered the appearance of a middle-aged man?'

The clean, straight line of his forehead revealed beneath his swept-up hair. And his thick eyebrows extended as if to emphasize his distinct features.

Below his sharp jawline, his collarbone line and thick shoulders, bearing traces of training, exuded presence.

Above all, perhaps due to his long life as a mercenary, a dangerous wildness seemed to create a peculiar atmosphere.

'I never really noticed before... but he's so handsome.'

Baroness Raden had repeatedly realized that Rodrick perfectly matched her ideal type. That made her all the more eager.

'I should make an effort, thinking of this as my last chance.'

This year, she was determined to shed the title of old maid.

And thus devote herself to producing an heir to continue the family line.

In this way, Baroness Raden made a pledge full of personal ambition.

Next Chapter# Morning Remnants of Sleep

The remnants of sleep lingered in the morning.

Serin shouted angrily, mercilessly driving away the drowsiness that had been circling around me.

"What, what did you say?!"

"...I'm sorry, Serin."

"No, haah..."

Serin let out a heavy sigh.

It seemed my withdrawal as her partner for the evening party was too cruel for her. Meanwhile, I too wanted nothing more than to attend the evening party with Serin, but I couldn't ignore my given duties.

Serin understood this well, which is why she couldn't express more disappointment than necessary.

"I'll make it up to you later, as much as you want."

"Make it up? Rian is working because he has to, what can be done about that?"

"...Still, I feel guilty about it."

"Sigh, I said it's fine. It's fine, so... hmm, ah?"

Serin, who had been waving her hand dismissively, trailed off and rolled her eyes upward, lost in thought. Only after the cool spring breeze passed three or four times did a gleam return to her eyes.

"Fine, whatever. If Rian insists on making it up to me because he feels sorry, what can I do? You know a man's word is worth its weight in gold, right?"

"Of course."

"I've got your word, for sure."

"Yes, I promise."

"Good, that's what I'm talking about..."

Serin subtly curled up the corners of her mouth. Her playfully curving eyes suggested mischievous intentions, making me regret my carelessly spoken words.

"The fair isn't just at night. If we can't enjoy the evening party, we might as well enjoy the daytime, right?"

"You're absolutely right."

Indeed. It was completely correct with nothing to dispute, yet an inexplicable anxiety began creeping over me.

But after already going back on my promise, even doubting Serin felt painful, so I kept my mouth shut.

I erased my anxiety and forgot Serin's mischievous gaze to avoid disrupting future plans.

Not knowing how much this would test my patience.

Days passed, and the date of the Academy Fair arrived.

◇

Finally, the morning sun of that day climbed the sky. The beginning of a morning when my desires could legally be unleashed.

The moment my eyes snapped open, all sorts of fantasies consumed my consciousness, including imagining those fantasies consuming Rahilt, and I gracefully got out of bed and stretched.

"Hehe... hehehe..."

I have nothing to be ashamed of. It's all Rahilt's fault. It's his responsibility for offering to make it up to me first.

After shoving breakfast into my mouth, I arrived at the Academy with a light jog slightly faster than a carriage at 06:00 AM. This was an hour and a half earlier than my high school arrival time in my previous life.

The streets were filled with decorations and stalls commemorating the first Emperor's birthday, and the Academy interior was no different. Completely transformed from a place of learning to a festival ground, the Academy seemed almost sacrilegious.

After arriving at the Academy, I spent my time reviewing date courses while waiting for Rahilt to arrive. As I mentally planned the optimal route, the morning grew brighter.

Soon, merchants who had been granted permission to set up in the Academy began slipping through the doorway, and some students entered with expectant looks and light steps.

As the sleeping Academy gradually awakened, Rahilt arrived, showing his distinctive face.

'Wow, there are two morning suns.'

One in the sky, and the other shining brilliantly before my eyes. The only problem was that it shone equally brilliantly before other girls' eyes too.

Today I couldn't tolerate that, so I immediately ran to Rahilt and grabbed his arm.

"Riaaaan!"

"Serin? Why are you at the Academy so early...! Have you been waiting long?"

"Oh, I just got here. Nothing to be surprised about."

An hour or two is practically "just arrived" by my standards. At least by my standards when waiting for you.

"Your coat is cold. Wouldn't it be better to go inside, even for a moment?"

"Oh..."

Look at that. Since when did Rahilt have such good sense?

Could it be that he regained his original work's memories and acquired that sense along with them? If so, the thought that this sense was "made in Rashera" makes me feel somewhat annoyed.


Of course, Rahilt's share in that dissatisfaction was zero. I couldn't help but be grateful for his consideration meant only for me.

It was all just my fault for feeling inferior to Rashera.

Now was the time to set aside my guilt and melt into Rahilt's kindness.

"My goodness, how can someone be so sweet?"

Indeed, Rahilt was a fantastic unicorn, befitting an experienced romance fantasy male lead. And I clung to this fantastic man's arm as I changed my course toward the inside.

"Though I appreciate your concern for me, your solution is wrong."

"I can't think of another way. Using lightning to start a fire seems excessive... I can't imagine what other solution there might be."

Crazy, what kind of heating scale involves natural disasters?

I pretended not to hear and suggested a solution.

"What else? There's a warm human heater right beside me."

"...Pardon?"

"If we walk close like this, body heat rises. They say skin-to-skin heat transfer is good for health, you know?"

"R-really?"

I don't know, how would a literature major like me know?

"Yes! Of course."

But my answer was as cheerful as if I were confirming a universal truth.

"Still, this... somehow... ugh, might be inappropriate proximity for the Academy."

"It's fine, who's going to complain?"

Bringing outside status into the Academy might be improper, but it depends on the status. If a princess and a grand duke want to have a cozy date, who would dare object?

As someone with democracy engraved in every nerve fiber of my body, I should feel extremely guilty...

Today, I intend to enjoy the privileges of the class system, with a truly sorrowful mindset.

"Besides, didn't you give me your word? That you'd properly make it up to me. You can consider this part of that."

"It seems I've set a trap for myself."

"Oh come on, saying that hurts my feelings."

"Feelings...?"

Though I'm using his rash promise as leverage, when he calls it a "trap," it doesn't feel good.
Does he dislike being with me like this...?
He probably doesn't genuinely dislike it, but my feelings are hurt just about as much as Rahilt's pectoral muscles.

"Whatever. Since you say you've bound yourself, I might as well join in and bind you too."

"Serin...!"

I deliberately rested my head on Rahilt's shoulder as if showing off. Then I flaunted our proximity, which didn't allow even an inch of space between us, to the girls entering the Academy.

"Aah..."
"Gasp..."
"How could this be...!"

Sighs and murmurs full of disappointment could be heard from around us. Probably all girls who had harbored feelings for Rahilt or sent him gifts.

'See that? Did you see?'

He's mine.

He's my male lead whom I rescued from the original plot route at the risk of my life. Don't mistake his reluctantly accepted kindness for something else.

'Some of us crossed the line between life and death just to remove his mask once, while you lot just try to get a free meal.'

This fair was the perfect opportunity.

I needed to properly mark Rahilt as the princess's man. Any woman who approached after this would be considered brave enough to accept a conversation with my fists.

I secretly kneaded my favorite's arm muscles, savoring the happiness.

"Rian, have you had breakfast?"

"Yes, Eshtiel has been picky with food lately, so I make sure to eat with him."

"Oh dear, our Tiel..."

At nine years old, that's a typical age for such behavior. But when he grows up, he'll eventually be grateful to Rahilt.

Well, if Rahilt has already eaten, there's nothing to be done. I'll just pretend I haven't had breakfast.

"Actually, I haven't eaten yet. Since there seem to be various food stalls set up, shall we look around?"

"...You were hungry. I'm sorry I didn't notice earlier."


"W-why should you be sorry about that?!"

I had eaten a proper breakfast before coming, so it would be strange if he noticed. Rahilt was excessively conscientious as always.

"...I just wanted to fill my stomach while looking around the fair."

"That's... fortunate."

I was half serious.

The Academy reforms I initiated included not only curriculum aspects but also events like fairs.

Since it was a school festival, I wanted to imitate university festivals from my previous life. For example, elements like bars set up at every corner and various stalls.

Since the Academy educated all ages, bars were unrealistic, but I succeeded in bringing in food stalls and various event booths.

The noble children and merchants, who were initially skeptical, now seemed quite satisfied.

It felt like I was finally receiving my reward through this quasi-campus life.

"Rian."

"Yes, Serin."

"Feed me."

"Pardon?"

"Hurry."

I handed Rahilt a chicken skewer dripping with juices. Though he seemed flustered, as soon as I mentioned "making it up," he immediately complied.

"Oh, Rian? When you feed me, say 'aang.'"

"Is that normally requested first...?"

"Because I know you'd never do it otherwise!"

"That's certainly true...!"

Rahilt quickly understood, overwhelmed by my spirit. Somehow caught in the festival's strange atmosphere, Rahilt seemed to be losing his mind too.

Yet his face was blushing red, his lips trembling—that was the point.

"Se-Serin."

"Yeees."

"..."

"..."

Silence descended around us.

Many people were watching us.

Rahilt seemed unaware of this. Probably because all his attention was focused on my request.

It was the perfect opportunity.

Trembling.

Rahilt, whose lips had been quivering frustratingly, finally fulfilled his promise to make it up to me.

"A... a, aang... here."

"...Khup."

"Se-Serin? Aang, aang here...!"

"Hic... hehe..."

How noble.

From his face scrunched up as if about to cry, to his hunched shoulders, his trembling hands, and the chicken skewer. So many perfect options tightly squeezed my heart.

"Ah... what should I do?"

"Serin...! It's getting cold. Um, aang. Do it."

"Crazy..."

How can he produce such a desperate voice?

I'm going crazy.

I already want to eat something else.

"Haah... haah..."

The chicken skewer before my eyes and Rahilt's cheeks that looked about to burst.

I'm not sure which caused it.

But my mouth was watering.

Next ChapterEshtiel was freely wandering around the Academy until her appointed meeting time with Tesser. She enjoyed every moment as the previously dull atmosphere of the Academy came alive with activity.

But that didn't last long.

She decided to take a brief rest as walking aimlessly around the vast grounds became tiring. Unfortunately, the resting place she entered happened to be the classroom used by third-year elementary students.

"No one else will be using this anyway. I'll just lie down on the desk and take a nap."
...This was Eshtiel's plan—one that would have made Rahilt rush over in panic to stop her.

"What's this?"

Eshtiel became irritated at the unexpected presence of a witness.

"Why are you here?"

"Well... it's my choice."

"That's a problem."

"..."

The student who thwarted Eshtiel's mischief was none other than Shturn—the boy who had lost to her in arm wrestling during their previous encounter.

"There are so many fun things outside! Just hurry up and leave."

"Nothing out there is fun."

Shturn responded to her tyrannical confidence with cold silence. Eshtiel instinctively recognized the heavy atmosphere surrounding him.

"If everyone else is having fun but you're not, it's probably because you don't have friends."

"You...!?"

"Are you perhaps an outcast?"

"No!!!"

"With such a terrible personality, it's possible. I can understand."

"Ugh, I said no!"

Shturn denied it frantically, as if an old wound had been reopened. Indeed, Eshtiel's words were like sharp needles mercilessly stabbing at his bruised spots.

"It's... all because of someone."

Shturn mumbled at a volume too low for anyone to hear.

'Damn it...'

Ever since his direct defeat to Eshtiel, his relationship with his classmates had become awkward. More accurately, he was being avoided. In a way, it was inevitable that the price of defeat would be heavy for Shturn, who had maintained an arrogant attitude through sheer force.

'Serves him right after showing off his strength all this time.'
'Losing to a girl, isn't that super embarrassing?'
'She's only 11 years old, right? And Eshtiel is just 9.'
'Even though he's much taller.'

The barbs that flew at him hurt as much as the accumulated days he had spent being prickly toward others. Each time, Shturn had to swallow his anger without uttering a word, suppressing his rage in silent screams.

'Try beating her yourselves! Don't talk big when you've never even tried...'

The children spreading rumors knew it too. That they had no chance of defeating that small, harmless-looking Eshtiel with strength.

Yet Shturn knew the reason they mocked him was simply because they needed provocative fuel.

A common enemy is the greatest driving force for solidarity. Though neither Shturn nor the children in the class knew this, they were instinctively following the ways of the world.

"Don't you have a partner?"

"Why should you care?"

"So you don't?"

Eshtiel nodded vigorously after coming to her own conclusion. Shturn frowned fiercely at her pointed observation.

"You have to live more kindly. I told you before, right? You should be nice to people you like, but if you keep bullying them, they'll leave."

"I don't like Lucia!"

"I never mentioned Lucia."

"Eek...!"

Shturn's face boiled over. If a kettle were placed on his head, it would surely make a whistling sound.

"Why... why would I like someone with nothing special about her...!"

"Oh my, if you don't know, you're a fool."

"This is really...!"

"That's why my brother is also a fool. But at least he doesn't bully Serin. He's completely kind to her. So, you're not just a fool, you're a super fool."

When Eshtiel lumped her brother, Grand Duke Rahilt of Elhader, into the category of fools, Shturn found it difficult to protest.

Being grouped with the Grand Duke, any objection would only insult the Duke further.

"And why shouldn't you like Lucia? She's pretty, smart, kind, and the same age as you."

"...She's not smart. If she were, she'd be in fourth or fifth grade."

"Then you're not smart either."

"...Shut up."

In truth, Shturn knew. He knew that Lucia had entered the Academy without basic knowledge due to her difficult circumstances.

The fact that Lucia was placed in the third year of elementary school was already a significant achievement.

Therefore, Shturn was aware that he was truly the inferior one. Because of this, he would bully Lucia to fill his meager self-esteem.

"Somehow you really are a super fool. Though my brother is super smart, which is annoying..."

"You're pretty annoying yourself."

Despite her strange pronunciation and childish behavior... Eshtiel's academic performance was impeccable.
It was evident from the fact that Eshtiel, still only 9 years old, was placed in the third year elementary class mostly filled with 10-year-olds.

"But you know what? My brother said something. He said you'll regret it later when it's too late. You should do your best for the people you care about before something irreversible happens. But he said eating candy is not allowed. That's really mean."

From the middle of her speech, Eshtiel was carried away by her emotions and continued with a stream of consciousness. Yet somehow, she managed not to lose the main thread of her advice.

"If you do bad things to Lucia, you'll be punished later. If you're only remembered as a bad person, you'll never be able to become friends with her."

"...Do you have someone like that among your friends?"


"No?"

"What on earth..."

Originally, until her transfer to the Academy, the concept of friends was equivalent to an imaginary existence. But there were real people she didn't want to become close with because of bad memories.

"Instead, I really hate those laundry ladies. Even if they come back and apologize, I'll never forgive them."

"..."

Shturn wasn't completely unaware of Eshtiel's past.

It was news to him that she had been mistreated at the laundry place. However, it was well-known that she had experienced a difficult childhood as part of a fallen noble family.

It seemed remarkable that despite such a past, she maintained such an innocent demeanor.

Suddenly, Shturn saw Eshtiel in a different light.

"...Even if I... apologize... Lucia might not accept it."

"Ah, you admitted you like her."

"You really...! Haah..."

Shturn was about to flare up again but suppressed his anger. After several trials and errors, he had finally realized that getting heated with Eshtiel would only be to his disadvantage.

So, he reset his mindset and continued speaking.

"What if Lucia doesn't accept my apology?"

"You like her, right?"

"Ha..."

Shturn sighed so deeply he seemed about to collapse. Then what followed was a long silence.

...

......

...... ...

"...... Yeah."

"See, I was right. Why lie?"

"...Alright, enough."

Shturn squeezed his eyes shut.

"...... Tell me. What should I do if she rejects my apology?"

Though Shturn asked seriously, Eshtiel merely tilted her head slightly.

"What do you mean? Why are you asking me about your mistake?"

"What...!"

"You bullied her all you wanted, so why should she forgive you? You should beg and cry, and if she still doesn't forgive you, you have to give up."

Eshtiel had realized the pain of being a victim of bullying at such a young age. Therefore, she had no intention of offering sweet words to Shturn, who was clearly the perpetrator.

Afterward, Eshtiel's declarative statement became a dagger that pierced Shturn's heart.

"Isn't it strange not to be punished for bullying someone you like?"

"Ugh."

A faint groan escaped Shturn's lips.

At Eshtiel's pointed remark, the past he had been trying to ignore burst into the present and clouded his vision. Truly, the stupid, angry fool that was his former self took shape vividly before him.

'Ah...'

The trigger was trivial.

Born as the third son of a marquis family, Shturn's position was always unstable.

The eldest son showed excellent aptitude in martial arts, and the second son had considerable talent as a sorcerer. Growing up in such an environment, Shturn was always reduced to being a subject of comparison.

At best, he was considered mediocre. He realized early on that this was his reality.

Once he became aware of his ceiling, he learned to become both lazy and brazen. When no one had expectations for him anymore, the interference disappeared, and life became easier. But he didn't realize he had taken on the loneliness of not receiving any attention at all.

To Shturn's eyes, Lucia seemed to shine brightly.

Born and raised as the daughter of an impoverished lower noble family, Lucia never spared any effort despite her obvious limitations.

Initially, she entered as a first-year elementary student but skipped ahead to the third-year class after just half a year.

At that time, he didn't think much of it. No excessive fondness, no desire to bully her. Nothing.

When was it after that?

It was when he was disappointed after receiving below-expected grades.

Though no one would pay attention to him anymore, he had prepared diligently for the exam with the thought of trying hard just once.

In the empty classroom, he scattered the test papers in frustration, and Lucia, who had just returned to the classroom, picked them up as they fluttered to the floor.

Lucia had returned to find something she had forgotten. She said:

[This exam was... quite difficult, wasn't it?]
[Would you like to study together?]
[Actually, I've wanted to talk to you since we're the same age... hehe.]

The emotion Shturn felt toward the brightly smiling Lucia was explosive inferiority.

How could he, who had grown up lacking nothing, be similar to a girl who was practically a commoner?
Moreover, to receive sympathy from a girl he had started to like.

Who are you to dare?

As the daughter of a crumbling family, why are you giving me this misery?
And why am I attracted to such a girl?

He felt defeated in every aspect.

He couldn't accept that he liked someone like her.

Knowing he was an empty shell of a person, he subconsciously realized he wasn't worthy of standing beside Lucia, and not wanting to acknowledge that inferiority, he began to bully her.

Thinking that if he trampled her down enough, Lucia might come down to his level.


Then surely she would have no choice but him—he was captivated by such an absurd delusion.

"...I really want to die."

"You shouldn't die. People will be sad."

"Who would care about someone like me?"

"I wouldn't know?"

Of course she wouldn't. How would Eshtiel, who had no interest in his family circumstances or even his relationships, know anything?

He felt like a fool.

He kept revealing his inner thoughts and asking questions to Eshtiel, who outwardly seemed more foolish than anyone.

"...Ha."

After objectively reflecting on himself, he realized.

"The answer... has been decided long ago."

Shturn moved his feet, which had been stationary for a long time. Once in motion, his steps lightly passed by Eshtiel and reached the slightly open door.

"Where are you going?"

Eshtiel asked.

Shturn answered with a bitter smile.

"To beg."

At this simple response, Eshtiel offered her final advice with a serious face.

"As soon as you see her, you should kneel down and beg like a fly rubbing its hands. Got it? Make sure to squeeze out tears and snot too."

"...I have the dignity of a marquis family."

"Oh my, you're still immature."

"This..."

Shturn tightly clenched his fist, but only for a moment.

He bowed his head deeply enough to cast a shadow and spoke in a lowered voice.

"Thank... you."

"I can't hear you?"

"Ugh."

Shturn's face flushed at Eshtiel's grinning expression.

Then he stomped his foot and shouted:

"I said THANK YOU!!!"

Bang!

Shturn ran out of the classroom as if sprinting at full speed. But as soon as he entered the corridor, he let out a high-pitched sound.

"Hwaah...! Ah, hello...!!!"

Patter patter patter.

Shturn left hurriedly after a quick greeting.

As the echo of his departure faded, the door that Shturn had closed opened slowly, and a familiar face greeted Eshtiel.

"I've come to get you, Eshtiel."

"Brother Tesser!"

"You seem to be doing well."

"Hmph, no. There was a fool here, so I couldn't even take a nap."

"...Then you should thank that fool."

"What? Aren't you on my side?"

Eshtiel was startled by this sudden betrayal.

Tesser declared as if it were obvious:

"I can't always take your side."

"But you like me, Brother Tesser?"

"Cough!"

Tesser coughed violently as if spitting blood.

"E-Eshtiel. As I've repeatedly said... you shouldn't say such things carelessly."

"I know. My lips are as heavy as the weight of a candy."

"Hmm... that's an extremely light weight."

Even so, he had just confirmed that Eshtiel possessed a gravity that didn't match her age.

Tesser, who had been eavesdropping on the conversation between Eshtiel and Shturn from the beginning, couldn't help but be impressed.

There were aspects of what she implied that aligned with the solution to his own concerns.

'...Yes, I shouldn't create irreversible regrets.'

He needed to have a proper conversation with his sister.

He didn't want to remain forever distant, like family in name only.

Tesser gently stroked Eshtiel's head, who had unintentionally given him courage.

...Not knowing that this courage would betray him.

"Tesser, do you want to be Emperor?"

Lighter than the morning mist,

With a playful tone mixed in the invitation,

Tesser's courage faded and withered away.

Next ChapterThe festival was essentially a holiday, so students had no reason to be confined to the Academy. Yet they chose to stay on campus rather than roaming the streets because everything they needed was contained within the grounds.

Not only was there abundant food, but various performances were also hosted using the Academy's facilities.

"Eshtiel would probably be interested in the performances. Especially theatrical shows about the Northern Grand Duke—he'd be licking his lips at those."

Meanwhile, Serin showed no interest in theater. She'd always been that way. She never cared for opera or plays, and on the rare occasions she did attend, she spent the entire time bothering me in the seat next to her.

Apparently, Lady Rupenter was the same. Luca had expressed concern about the noblewoman's complete lack of interest in entertainment.

So Luca and I were carefully observing the two women.

"You're lucky. Her Highness beams with joy just seeing your face."

"That can't be true. Serin is just kind, so she smiles often."

Our meeting was purely coincidental. We hadn't made any plans, yet fate brought us together at the same food stall. Though the Academy was vast, we shared the same grounds, so it wasn't particularly surprising.

"Rahilt... haven't you noticed how people react to you? Don't you realize how handsome you are?"

"I'm embarrassed to say it, but I'm aware. My parents were the same, and when I beat up that would-be kidnapper, he was trying to abduct me because of my looks."

"You know this and still say such things?"

"Serin isn't someone who shows affection based on appearance alone. So her smiles likely have little to do with my looks."

At my response, Luca performed a strange facial contortion while pounding his chest, as if trying to force down a sticky sweet potato.

"Sigh... fine, let's say you're right. But what if Her Highness actually adores your appearance?"

"If that's the case... hmm."

If Serin had a strong attraction to my appearance... how should I respond?
I suddenly found myself in serious contemplation, but quickly shook it off.
I gave Luca my confident answer.

"If Serin likes my appearance... I'd certainly be happy."

"Oh?"

"I had resigned myself to living as if my face didn't exist. So if a part of me I once abandoned becomes a source of attraction, I'd gladly accept it."

From the beginning, even when I wore a mask, Serin had done her best for me. If I could earn her affection, would revealing my face be such a big deal?

"Perhaps you're just one step away."

"What do you mean?"

"Well... it's something. Please don't ask me such difficult questions, Professor!"

"Ahem! I'd appreciate it if you didn't tease me, Luca."

"Heh, alright."

While we engaged in this trivial conversation, Serin and the Lady were happily chatting away. They seemed to connect well, likely due to their shared gender and common ground.

"Sigh, I had so many things I wanted to do during the festival... I envy Sister Narin. She must have enjoyed herself thoroughly."

"Come on, haven't you heard that Korea University festivals are notoriously boring?"

"Wasn't that just a joke?"

"Unfortunately, it's a brutal fact."

"Oh my..."

I struggled to follow Serin and the Lady's conversation topics, but as usual, I let it slide. Even when talking with Serin alone, I often had trouble keeping up.

"Then you must be bored now too, Sister?"

"Looking at just the festival itself, I suppose so. Above all, this world lacks so much entertainment."

"True, there are no movies or smartphones, so it's extremely dull."

"You know what? I still don't understand what's so enjoyable about opera or theater. I recognize they're considered cultured, but I can't grasp why the masses are so enthusiastic about them."

"I agree. I'd rather lie in bed watching dramas, but we don't even have those... At least Rian's face is like a drama, so that gives me some relief."

"Seriously... what if he had never removed his mask?"

"What else? I'd have to live with someone whose face I'd never seen."

The Lady remarked, "That's a bit scary..." but I lowered my gaze and blushed.
It was nice that Serin liked my appearance. But I was even happier that she paid attention to other aspects of me.

"Living together forever..."


Serin probably said it without much thought. But the expression could be interpreted in different ways, which made me embarrassed.

Separately, I reflected heavily on reality.

"It's... impossible."

Serin must reign as the Empress of the Empire.

This meant she would eventually have to welcome a consort and produce heirs. Therefore, my time by her side wouldn't be long.

Perhaps because I'd been avoiding this thought.

Suddenly, I became afraid to envision our future.

Imagining myself paying respects as Grand Duke to Serin and her consort beside her... such a future made my chest tighten.

If only we could face each other as equals forever, I would want nothing more.

"I wish she wouldn't leave me..."

I knew all too well that Serin showed me excessive favor. Only a fool wouldn't notice.

But the scars left by Rashera pulled me back to cold reality, preventing me from deluding myself.

Rodrick, Eshtiel, and Rashera before I knew the truth—everyone I desperately wanted by my side had left me. So if I strongly desired Serin, I feared she too would go far away, whether by choice or not.

Therefore, it was inevitable.

That I, who shouldn't covet Serin, would have to surrender her to someone else.

"Hmm."

Suddenly, Serin thrust her face directly into my downcast field of vision.

"Let's see, this is the face Rian makes when he's digging himself into a hole."

"Serin...?"

"What heavy worries have settled into these fine features? I don't know exactly, but I sense you're shoveling away at your self-esteem."

At Serin's sharp diagnosis, Luca and the Lady displayed undisguised shock.

"Can you normally read all that from someone's expression?"

"Shouldn't you just be able to tell they're worried or something?"

"Serin doesn't need conversation..."

"At least they'll never have to fight."

Indeed, as they observed, Serin seemed to see right through me with her piercing gaze. Without giving me time to be surprised, she immediately took my right arm and forcibly arranged us in an escort position.

"What's troubling you so much? I'm not going anywhere, so tell me honestly."

"No, it's nothing worth mentioning to you..."

"Perhaps."

As I was about to politely refuse, Serin suddenly pulled my arm and forcefully brought my ear to her lips.

Her seductive breath and clear voice then tickled my earlobe.

"You didn't misinterpret my statement about staying together forever, did you? Or think it's impossible? That's not what you thought, right?"

"Ugh..."

"I've given you plenty of hints all this time. But Rian is still Rian, I see."

I might have greatly disappointed her.

Seeing Serin's bitter smile made my chest ache.

"I'm not surprised. Someone who cares deeply about you told me that Rian's emotions are like freshly sprouted seedlings, with childlike aspects."

"Who might that be..."

"Hmm, the most beautiful person in the world. Her nickname is 'mother-in-law.'"

"What an unusual nickname."

At that moment, my fingertips twitched. The Dragon's Authority suddenly lost control and squirmed, as if imbued with will.

It must be my imagination.

Anyway, the most beautiful woman in the world.

I could only offer an embarrassingly presumptuous guess.


"Are you sometimes called 'mother-in-law,' Serin?"

"Gah."

Serin showed rare embarrassment. Meanwhile, a piece of Dragon's Authority that had escaped was strangely trembling. I discreetly grasped the escaped power and quickly extinguished it.

"Ha, haha. Am I the most beautiful in the world?"

I confidently affirmed.

"Yes."

"Crazy."

Serin unusually rubbed her face with her hands.

"With such praise, you should be thinking about me all the time, but do you, Rian?"

"Of course, I promised."

"Promise...? Me? With you?"

"Yes. You definitely did."

I still vividly remember that moment.

The day when I first encountered Serin and completed the journey taking her to the Imperial Palace.

Serin suggested we explore the island together.

[Rian, have you ever held hands on a date?]
[No.]
[So this is your first date?]
[As you say.]
[They say you never forget your first date. That's how it will be for me. What about you?]
[I...]

As soon as I hesitated, Serin made a sad face.

[But I'd be so disappointed if you forgot right away. I'd soak my bed sheets with tears every night and be mistaken for having a bedwetting problem.]
[...]
[So don't feel pressured, just tell me. You know I always respect you, right?]

Serin's considerate way of speaking was so touching that I firmly held her hand and finally spoke.

[...I won't... forget.]
[Forever?]
[I will.]
[Then you'll think of me every day?]
[I...]
[Sigh... I'm already tearing up from sadness...]
[I will, I will.]

Even after this, Serin said with moist eyes:

[If you don't say it precisely, I won't understand.]
[...... I will think of Serin every day.]

Only after confirming my vow did Serin show a bright smile. The pure joy conveyed was so dramatic and warm that it remained imprinted in my memory.

When I reminded Serin of that promise, her face flushed with heat.

"R-Rian... you really keep such things in your heart..."

"It was a promise. You wanted it, didn't you?"

"...I suppose so."

I briefly got the impression that her seemingly shy eyes lacked focus. It was somewhat frightening yet paradoxically not unpleasant. It was a truly strange gaze.

"What should I do, I can't hold back much longer."

Serin seemed to retreat into her own world for a moment, then her eyes suddenly lit up.

"Rian."

"Yes, Serin."

"Let's find someone."

"Who are you talking about?"

To my question, Serin soon displayed a desire-filled expression.

"Tesser."

Next ChapterMy patience had reached its limit.

My patience had always been racing toward its limit, but Rahilt attached a nuclear fusion booster to it.

Yes, I admit it.

Rahilt is certainly capable of digging all the way to Earth's inner core with his shovel. He was probably in the middle of building thick walls around his heart, not for himself but for me. I couldn't just stand by and watch such pointless digging anymore.

That's why I proposed something to Rahilt, attempting to make the impossible possible.

I told him I needed to meet Tesser.

Rahilt questioned my proposal.

"You mean Serin's younger brother?"

"Oh, why so formal? Just call him Tesser."

"Hmm, understood. Somehow, since he's Serin's family, I feel confused about the proper distance."

"Ah, about that."

He's your brother-in-law. So I'd appreciate it if you got along well with him.

...... Unable to say that so directly, I just brushed it off.

"He can be difficult to understand. It's hard to know what he's thinking. He's quite peculiar."

That was somewhat sincere.

Looking back, Tesser's presence in the original work was incredibly minimal. If someone hadn't read the prequel, they might not have known about Tesser's existence at all.

So even after being reborn into this world, I never paid more attention to Tesser than necessary. Since he was rarely mentioned, I assumed he would grow up just fine without my interference.

'It was also difficult to get attached to this world's family...'

Just because I experienced death once doesn't mean I could forget my mom who used to smack my back every day or my stoic dad—those memories remained too vivid. Besides, I was an only daughter in my previous life, so I had no experience dealing with younger siblings.

How could someone like me casually get along with others?

If I didn't have Rahilt as my purpose, I would have felt a great emptiness in this world's life.

"Serin."

After I had rambled on with what might have sounded like complaints, Rahilt spoke after a brief pause.

"...... Such words... are not good."

"What...? Rian?"

I looked up at him with confusion.
I never expected Rahilt to offer advice at this moment.
It was rare for him to speak up unless something really bothered him.

"... I apologize for interfering and then being at a loss for words. It's difficult to express precisely, but... I don't think you should speak about Tesser that way, nor think of him like that."

Rahilt's lips trembled slightly before he continued.

"He's... family. Even if he seems peculiar on the surface, he's someone precious who deserves your effort to understand him. Of course, I don't deny that there are blood relatives in this world who aren't worth understanding. But I don't believe Tesser is such a person. At least, the Tesser I've observed as a professor has been nothing but a diligent and kind young man."

"..."

"I'm aware I'm overstepping. I just... worry that you might regret this someday. If you wish to reprimand me for my inappropriate meddling, I'll accept it. But... I hope you'll consider what I've said."

"No, no. Reprimand you? Rian."

I flinched as Rahilt hit the nail on the head. I was also surprised that Rahilt, who usually seemed oblivious, could be so insightful about people.

"You're not wrong."

His words felt like someone poking at my unguarded side.

In truth, I had never tried to understand Tesser. The same applied to my current father and mother.

I maintained an appropriate distance, playing the role of a reasonably good and capable daughter as I put down roots in this world.

Though I'd realized it many times, until now I had treated my life as merely a tutorial to meet Rahilt. I competed mechanically, sealing away any leisure to care about other aspects of life.

And now that I had met Rahilt and formed a deep connection...

I had adapted to a life of ignoring my surroundings, and because such a life was too comfortable, I never looked back.

My life philosophy might well appear unstable in Rahilt's eyes.

For Rahilt, who only realized what was truly precious after losing his everyday life, my careless attitude might seem like an unbearable luxury.

'The problem is... that might actually be true.'

My life in this world would still be long. Throughout that extensive time, small blemishes could easily become fatal regrets. People's values and feelings change like flowing water.


'Family...'

A concept I'm now embarrassed to even contemplate.

A word that makes me feel shameless.

I felt my breath catch, and I exhaled deeply.

"Haah..."

"Serin?"

"It's been a while since I found something so challenging just to imagine."

Who would have thought there would be such difficult tasks even after inheriting the body of the emperor of the era? The hidden obstacle was of exceptional quality.

I pulled Rahilt's arm tightly into my embrace.

"Rian. Somehow I'm feeling quite embarrassed... when we find Tesser, could you just keep holding my hand?"

"Ah..."

Rahilt let out a surprised gasp. After that momentary lapse, he gave me his usual warm smile and a firm answer.

"I will do so anytime."

"Thank you."

Though it was due to Rahilt's persuasion, I was suddenly going to treat Tesser as a real brother. Me, going to see that child whom I had ignored for so long.

No matter how much I try to imagine it, I only become more aware that I'm not exactly the affectionate type.

I realized I knew nothing about what Tesser liked or enjoyed.

Upon this self-reflection, I truly was a terrible sister.

'Honestly... though I understand and accept Rahilt's position, I can't fully empathize with it.'

Still, I believe that advancing family relationships, even belatedly, can't be a loss. Perhaps someday this effort will come full circle and eliminate one regret. From that perspective, there was no reason not to try.

Only... I felt shameless for trying to care for my family just now.

With complicated feelings, I parted ways with Lady Narin and the Second Prince's group to find Tesser.

◇

"This... isn't easy."

"Are we just missing each other by chance?"

A considerable amount of time had passed as we searched for Tesser, yet we hadn't even caught a glimpse of him. I didn't mind walking indefinitely, but I felt slightly sorry for Rahilt who had been dragged into this situation.

'I hope he'll be kind to his future brother-in-law?'

That Tesser, he seems to have done quite well with his image. For Rahilt, who is strict as a professor, to evaluate him as diligent and kind—as his sister, I felt proud of that much at least.

"I heard he was going around with Eshtiel, so I thought he would be easy to find."

"Ah... if he's with Tiel..."

While Tesser is rather taciturn, Tiel has a striking presence wherever she goes. Her mischievous features were full of energy that could make even quiet places lively. That innocent aspect might be slightly overwhelming for Tesser.

"Could they be inside the Academy building?"

"Inside..."

"Even though Tiel is energetic, she's still a child... they might have found a quiet place to rest."

"That makes sense."

"If we think about the quietest place to rest..."

"Hmm..."

Now it was Rahilt's turn to offer an opinion.

"I think it would be the library. It's the place furthest from the festival, isn't it?"

"If that's decided, let's go!"

"Hmm."

"Rian?"

Rahilt's mind had wandered elsewhere. When I called his name to hurry him along, his stalled footsteps became dynamic again.

"Ah, I apologize. I'm somewhat afraid of what Eshtiel might be doing in a secluded place."


"What are you afraid of?"

"Yes, after all, it hurts around my chest when I have to scold her."

"Are you already certain that Tiel is misbehaving...?"

"Most regrettably, from experience, yes."

"Ahaha..."

Rahilt's distrust of Tiel was firm. From another perspective, it meant Rahilt understood Tiel very well. Unlike me, who knew little about Tesser, he was clearly a good brother.

'Tiel might complain that he's a bad brother...'

After all, I still vividly remember Tiel wailing that she hated Rahilt because he wouldn't give her more candy. She said she preferred Duke Rupenter's elderly butler. That was so cute and funny in such a serious situation...

"Honestly, I'm a bit scared."

"Why?"

"She's such a bold child that I worry what disrespect she might show to Prince Tesser... Whew!"

"Pfft, hahaha... Rian, you really have it tough."

"That's hard to deny."

"But she's cute, isn't she?"

"She is cute, but I think 'precious' suits her better."

"Hehe, is that so?"

At times like this, I fall for Rahilt all over again. Unlike me, his way of cherishing family makes him shine even brighter. Thanks to that, a subtle guilt seemed to pile up above my navel.

As we approached the library, the crowd thinned, and soon it became quiet. It was as if the door to the library was the entrance to some massive dungeon.

"Shall we go in?"

Creak.

Rahilt opened the library door for me. Encouraged by his gentlemanly behavior, I stepped into the silent library.

The Academy's library was vast, so our search naturally took longer.

Then, as I turned a corner and discovered a long oval table.

"Huh?"

I couldn't help but voice my shock.

... And right after that.

I became afraid of Rahilt seeing what was inside the library.

"Serin?"

Rahilt whispered to me from behind. Even though there was no one around, he was being cautious since we were in a library.

It was fortunate.

The sound I accidentally let out didn't reach anyone, and neither did Rahilt's whisper.

"Rian... here, um, there might be nothing... or there might be something..."

"Serin? What do you mean?"

"Well, you see..."

My stammering had the opposite effect.

Rahilt pushed past my restraining efforts and looked around the corner,

and somehow expressed his chilly determination with an extremely heavy silence.

"..."

"..."

Tesser sitting on the table.

And Eshtiel lying sprawled on the table, using Tesser's lap as a pillow. Additionally, Tesser was calmly stroking Tiel's head.

Judging by the girl's purring breaths, she had firmly secured a ticket to dreamland.

"... I don't know about this."

A sudden hard-mode final quest.

And the moment when Tiel's limited edition final boss manifested.

Next ChapterRahilt discovered the relaxed Tesser and Tiel but remained silent. Due to our close proximity, I couldn't see Rahilt's expression, making me the only anxious one here.

"Um, Rian...?"

When I called out to Rahilt, he moved slightly away from my back. Then, as if having made some decision, he spoke after a brief pause.

"Serin, I'll approach quietly for a moment."

"Hauh."

"...Serin?"

"Ah, yes, okay..."

His deep, lowered voice hit my ear directly, making me feel light-headed and dizzy.

'Wow... I've always felt this, but his voice tastes sweet. How can someone make you taste sound?'

It's addictive. I wish Rahilt would stay close and whisper in my ear all day. ASMR has nothing on this. If Rahilt just breathed into my ear, I could reach enlightenment all day.

I was delighted to have one more reason why I should marry Rahilt.

"Let's go."

Before I could fully enjoy the lingering sensation of his sudden whisper, he moved toward Tesser and Tiel with silent footsteps. I followed, carefully placing my feet on the floor.

"...Ah."

Soon Tesser let out a soft groan.

Even with muffled footsteps, our presence wasn't completely undetectable. Especially today, when the library was unusually quiet, Tesser quickly noticed our approach.

Rahilt put his index finger to his lips when Tesser spotted us. Tesser faithfully followed the instruction, freezing in a stiff posture.

"Really... this child..."

When Rahilt finally approached, he let out a small laugh. He seemed rather deflated seeing his younger sister in such a ridiculous state.

Eshtiel was sprawled across the desk, fast asleep. She had her mouth wide open, even drooling.

Her carefree expression suggested she would sleep soundly even if someone carried her away. She must have become quite comfortable around Tesser to behave so freely.

"Eshtiel has been discourteous."

"N-no, not at all...! Grand Du— I mean, Professor."

Tesser flinched as if suddenly on high alert. The movement caused Eshtiel to stir slightly, turning to her side and using Tesser's knee as a pillow while continuing to drool.

Rahilt apparently couldn't leave it at that and repositioned Eshtiel before picking her up. He carried her in a princess hold.

Soon, with Rahilt's hands supporting her, Eshtiel floated into the air and stretched her mouth into a wide smile.

"Heehee... flying... flying... Luca oppa is here... flying..."

Mumbling nonsense in her sleep, Eshtiel finally sensed something was off and half-opened her drowsy eyes to look around.

"What, Luca oppa... why are you here... flying..."

Then, upon meeting Rahilt's blue eyes,

"Flying...... nope..."

She finally shook off the sleep-induced fantasy and faced reality.

"Mmm."

Eshtiel looked around and exhaled ambiguously, somewhere between a sigh and an exclamation.

"Hmmmmmm."

As Eshtiel became fully alert, she slowly opened her mouth.

"Tesser oppa, save me."

"...Sorry, Eshtiel."

"Heeng. Save me."

"Who... should save whom, Eshtiel."

"Hic."

Eshtiel hiccupped at Rahilt's chilling question.

"Student Eshtiel."

"Mm."


"Even during a festival, the library rules remain unchanged."

"Hic, mm."

"Getting on a desk with your shoes on and using someone else's lap as a pillow is unacceptable misconduct."

"......Yes..."

"If you understand, what should you do?"

"I'm sowwy..."

"Yes. And also to Tesser, who was forced to break the rules because of your request."

When Rahilt pointed this out, Eshtiel bowed her head to Tesser while still being carried like a princess.

"I'm sowwy, Tesser oppa..."

"I-I'm fine...! I mean... um, well, I share some responsibility for not stopping her. Professor..."

"Hmm."

Rahilt looked back and forth between Tesser and Eshtiel. He seemed somewhat impressed by Tesser defending Eshtiel.

"Sigh."

Soon Rahilt, as if resigned, put Eshtiel down and properly seated her in a chair.

"...No candy for the next three days, Eshtiel."

"Can't be helped. It's all my fault, Rahilt oppa."

"Hmm...?"

Rahilt seemed suspicious of Eshtiel's bold attitude, which lacked even minimal protest. But he appeared to let it go for now since there wasn't much to argue about.

Then Rahilt finally turned his attention to me.

"Serin."

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry my mind was elsewhere. I wasn't paying attention to your business."

"There's nothing to apologize for. It's fine, really."

"But you were the one who suggested we find Tesser first. I acted impulsively after witnessing such a shocking scene."

"Well."

Rahilt took responsibility even for such trivial... matters that could hardly be called mistakes.

Come to think of it, he'd been consistent since we first met. He was lenient with others but strict with himself to the point of harshness. And I fell for him more and more, even when I didn't know his face, because I liked this aspect of him.

Unlike me, he was transparent and good without needing to measure his inner thoughts.

I felt comfortable just being by his side. That's why I believed he was the only one for me, whether he wore a mask for life or his features were somewhat free-spirited. After all, for a lifelong companion, the eternally brilliant inner self matters more than the fading exterior.

So, I had to hold onto him tightly.

Giving him solid trust was part of that duty.

Right now, through this conversation with Tesser.

"Sister... you were looking for me?"

Tesser narrowed his eyes at me suspiciously. Yet there seemed to be a faint expectation in those thin eyes.

...Expectation.

Why?

That must be an overinterpretation. I dismissed my not-so-dull instinct.

"Yes, I asked to find you."

"I-I see."

It was surprisingly awkward after just one exchange. If Rahilt and Eshtiel weren't here, I would have put up a wall and used a high-handed tone.

That would have been easier. I wondered how Tesser would think of me, who had long given up being a real sister to him.

'I really am a terrible person...'

I was pushing him away first, with the mindset that I'd rather not be hated before I hated someone.

My dry upbringing was no excuse for such a mistake. And yet I melted so easily for Rahilt. How hypocritical of me.


"..."

"..."

Rahilt had said that family members are precious people who deserve understanding through effort.

I acknowledged that, but taking that first step was difficult. It was too awkward, and my past self was too shameless.

Just one sentence. Saying just one sentence in front of Rahilt and Eshtiel was overwhelmingly difficult.

"Tesser..."

"Yes, Sister."

Tesser waited for my next words. Rahilt and Eshtiel also watched quietly.

I needed to put on a facade and act like a warm sister now.

But was even that too difficult?

My next words were so terrible that I wanted to take them back immediately.

"Tesser, do you want to be Emperor?"

"......Pardon?"

I urged the dumbfounded Tesser again.

"I said you should be Emperor."

"That... I don't... understand what you're saying at all, Sister..."

Tesser hit the nail on the head.

From the moment I started the conversation wrong, even I became confused about what I was saying.

But somehow the conversation had to continue, and this suggestion was my main purpose for finding Tesser. So I moved my lips according to whatever my brain produced.

"I never really wanted the imperial crown."

"..."

"I had just one thing I wanted to do, and I thought becoming Emperor would help. But unexpectedly, that goal was achieved midway. So now, being a candidate for the throne is just a burdensome shackle."

"...Sister."

"I'm tired of arguing with nobles, and I don't want to stand out unnecessarily. Besides, it would be a nuisance for someone without ambition to take that position."

"Sister."

"We've both received education for the throne, so it wouldn't make much difference who takes it. You seemed interested since you studied hard from a young age... what do you think?"

"......Sister...!"

"..."

My one-sided conversation only ended when Tesser raised his voice.

"...Ha."

"Tesser?"

In that moment, I witnessed two behaviors from Tesser that I hadn't seen in over a decade.

One was raising his voice at me. The other was openly sighing in front of me.

Those unfamiliar gestures helped me regain my clouded senses.

"I really... don't know how to take this situation."

Tesser gritted his teeth after finishing his sentence.

"Of all people, you... are saying this to me, Sister?"

"Why..."

I swallowed the "are you" before I could say it. Tesser looked straight into my eyes before I could speak again.

If my guess was correct, Tesser's gaze resembled that of someone who had been betrayed.

"Sister... you're really something. In front of such familiar faces..."

Tesser said.

"You can crush someone so miserably."

That was Tesser's honest emotion confronting me for the first time.

Next ChapterI was startled by Tesser's unfamiliar demeanor.

The Tesser I had known was an introverted and diligent child, so his angry behavior toward me created a sense of dissonance. Perhaps that's why I only responded to Tesser's cynical remarks after a long silence had enveloped us.

"I... made you miserable?"

"As expected, I knew you wouldn't have the slightest idea."

Tesser slowly nodded his head as if he had anticipated this. And unfortunately, his gesture wasn't wrong in any way.

'...I didn't expect him to rebel this much.'

It's obvious that Tesser is full of ambition for the throne. Otherwise, he wouldn't have displayed such unrealistic diligence from childhood when he's not even a reincarnator. Therefore, I've always viewed my competition with Tesser as a struggle for the throne.

I find it puzzling why Tesser would take my declaration of withdrawal from the succession race as an insult. Shouldn't he be greatly moved that his long-cherished wish has been fulfilled? I sincerely believed Tesser would be happy.

'Does he not want an empty victory...?'

For a moment I thought that might be it, but I quickly shook my head. Only those who are already full complain about victory. But Tesser was definitely not an arrogant child who would throw away an easy win.

This is difficult.

It's especially difficult with Rahilt and Eshtiel staring at us intently. Surely Rahilt and Eshtiel have never had a serious argument before. They were both good brothers, a good older brother and a good younger brother.

So I felt terribly embarrassed now that they had caught me being a not-so-good older sister. Struggling with that shame, I found it difficult to form proper sentences.

"I... didn't particularly intend to make you miserable."

"Yes, I'm sure you didn't. But I feel increasingly insignificant every time I see my sister who lacks self-awareness."

Facing Tesser who was striking back sharply, I moved my lips slightly. Though I hadn't paid much attention to him, Tesser, whom I'd seen for a long time as my brother, was wearing a face that seemed too unfamiliar.

"Tesser..."

I just murmured my brother's name once for no particular reason.

It was merely a momentary stalling tactic.

Suppressing my embarrassment, I made a request to the other pair of siblings who had suddenly been caught up in our family quarrel.

"Lian. Would it be alright if I spoke with Tesser alone for a moment?"

"...Yes, I'll wait outside the library."

"Tesser bro— Oof!"

Rahilt immediately picked up Eshtiel, who was trying to intervene, and left the area. Now only the slow-witted older sister and the younger brother with puzzling inner thoughts remained.

"...Let's continue our conversation."

"..."

First, I invited Tesser to sit down. After he took a seat, I turned my chair to face him directly and slowly leaned back.

Tesser was cautiously observing how I would respond. In his eyes swirled complex emotions, mixed and blended until they became difficult to read.

"First, let me admit something. I was rambling earlier and can't remember everything I said. There might have been something that hurt your feelings."

"I see."

"If there was something that upset you, I apologize. But I sincerely want you to become Emperor. That's the truth."

"...Ha."

In response to my honest confession, Tesser let out a hollow sigh. By this point, I was at a loss, unable to guess what had offended Tesser.

The wall between estranged siblings was quite thick and high.

From beyond that wall, Tesser spoke.

"As I expected, you really don't know anything, sister."

"Tesser."

"I don't intend to quiz you on my concerns at this point. I just want to ask one thing."

Tesser's hand, still in the midst of growth, clutched at his chest. As if he were trying to tear out the emotions knotted in his heart and throw them at me.

Trembling, Tesser asked.

"Have you ever, even once, considered me as a person? Have you ever seen me as someone properly alive? Do you even recognize me as your brother?"

"..."

"I... resent you, sister. And I hate myself for harboring such feelings over trivial matters."

My chest had been stinging since Tesser's first question. Because this child, whom I thought knew nothing, was poking at the truth I had been deliberately ignoring.

That piercing rebuke—asking if I had ever considered him a person—stimulated the guilt that had been unconsciously building up.

'I never thought Tesser would say such things...'


Tesser's question... is valid.

This is a world inside a novel, which cannot be denied.

And my male protagonist was Rahilt, and the person I could consider my kin was sister Narin. Strictly speaking, these two were the only characters I had treated as real people with personalities from our first meeting.

Of course, I haven't consistently perceived things that way.

Every time I saw Rahilt acting completely differently from the original work, I reconfirmed that this world was real.

That way, I could acknowledge that even unnamed strangers were not extras but proper individuals with personalities.

The problem is that this realization came quite late.

Tesser, born as the second son of the previous male and female protagonists. In the past, I couldn't recognize a child with such a background as a "person" instead of a "character."

All this time, Tesser had vaguely sensed it. These inner feelings he couldn't tell anyone...

"Sister. I have emotions too."

"...Yes."

"It festers inside me whenever I'm not even considered a person by you."

"...Yes."

"Even if it's just barely better than a stranger, you're still unavoidably family."

"That's... right."

"I am not... a spare who conveniently takes on the things you find bothersome."

After saying that much, Tesser quieted down as if entering a lull.

It was unclear whether he was organizing more things he wanted to say, or if this was a signal that he had nothing more to say.

So it seemed like it was my turn to speak now.

Now was the time to get to know my brother who had not been respected for many years.

"I acknowledge your feelings... and my mistakes, completely."

"...!"

I shouldn't add any excuses.

The fact that I was preoccupied with the child of the deposed emperor and the original storyline cannot be a reason for understanding and empathy.

Looking back honestly, it was my negligence and arrogance. I presumed that as the son of the previous male and female protagonists, he would live just fine without my attention.

"I... thought you desperately wanted the Emperor's position. Because you've been immersed in imperial studies since you were even younger. To the extent that you neglected making friends your age."

I sometimes felt anxious watching Tesser rise so fiercely. It's only natural, as Tesser showed remarkable determination and focus despite not being on his second life.

So I naturally thought he was striving for the throne.

"But... I think I was wrong."

Admitting I was wrong doesn't make my clumsiness suddenly skillful. So I decided to get to know Tesser properly, even if awkwardly.

"I don't know you. As you said, I'm a sister who perfectly fits the description of being no better than a stranger."

"...Ugh."

"I'm not trying to reproach you. It's just the truth. So, I just... want to know what you're thinking."

It can still be turned around.

Tesser had just turned fifteen. We haven't missed the golden time to restore our relationship.

He's a brother who managed to stay well-behaved during a time when emotions tend to control the body. Those suppressed emotions must have erupted painfully to reach this point.

As much as it's a timing prone to going astray, it should also be easy to correct the deviation.

"I'd like you to honestly tell me what made you angry, what you want... As you said, I'm a poor sister who can't figure it out on my own."

Only after letting out a small laugh did I finally notice the missing procedure.

"...No, before making such a request, something else should have come first. I carelessly forgot."

"What...?"

Tesser responded with confusion. To such an innocent younger brother, I slowly bowed my head, which had been stiffly upright, like ripening rice stalks.

"I'm sorry, Tesser. For hurting you unintentionally."

"Sis, sister...?"

Tesser was so taken aback that he unconsciously leaned back. He seemed to find my sincere apology unexpectedly difficult to handle. It was very like Tesser.

Offering such a direct, unfiltered apology seemed to embarrass him instead. It was clear from his face, which had turned bright red.


"I don't expect all the complaints built up over time to be resolved at once. Still... I will definitely try, so I'd like you to tell me about yourself from time to time, Tesser."

"I..."

Tesser opened and closed his mouth.

He seemed to be struggling with the sudden... renewed self-introduction.

Well, even I would be flustered. Even preparing a self-introduction that lasts more than a minute requires time to prepare.

But that was only for skilled interviewees who excluded awkwardness.

Tesser, who was simply pouring out his emotions honestly, stutteringly revealed the secrets he had kept hidden inside.

"I didn't particularly desire the Emperor's position either. I just... competed because I was told I should."

"That's... unexpected."

"Above all, when I did well, both of them were happy."

"Mother and Father, you mean."

"...Yes."

Tesser seemed quite embarrassed that at 15 years old, he still drew motivation from his parents' happiness. In reality, it's a very natural phenomenon. No matter how old one gets, everyone wants to live up to their parents' expectations.

"...... But that didn't last long. Because you inherited the strongest physique in the world, and quickly absorbed whatever you learned. I realized long ago that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn't receive the same expectations as you."

"Tesser, that's... ...... No. Nothing."

Setting aside the body I inherited, when it comes to learning, it would naturally be difficult to beat me, who is on my second life.

My brother, who must have been disappointed by this, can only be described as truly unfortunate.

"I wanted to be like you, sister. But knowing better than anyone that I couldn't, I at least wanted recognition. Even if it meant reducing sleep and forgoing rest."

"...I see."

"That's just all there was to it. Because I'm a person with nothing special... desperately trying to keep up somehow... that's all... haa."

Tesser exhaled roughly, then stood up abruptly with the sound of his chair scraping.

"I... don't know what I'm saying. I'll get up now. I'm sorry for shouting. Please consider it a mistake and forget about it."

"Wait...!"

Despite my protest, Tesser walked briskly toward the library entrance with quick strides.

Just when there seemed to be signs of the siblings' relationship progressing slightly, I had a feeling I shouldn't let him leave like this. It seemed like we needed more sincere conversation to untangle the knot.

Yet the distance wasn't easily narrowed. It would be simple to catch up with Tesser's footsteps right away.

Perhaps, unconsciously, I knew I lacked the qualification.

"Ah...!"

Just as Tesser approached the entrance.

Bang!

Suddenly, the door that Tesser hadn't even touched opened, and a snow-white figure burst through like an arrow.

The figure, who had entered like a wild animal, spotted Tesser in an instant, rushed toward him, and burst into tears with a loud volume.

"Waaaaaah! Tesser brother, Serin sister, don't fight...!!!"

The identity of the mysteriously appearing child was Eshtiel.

Eshtiel, who had suddenly appeared, firmly grabbed Tesser's waist and stood firmly as if blocking his path.

Behind Eshtiel was Rahilt, who seemed to have tasted something bitter, sending signals of apology.

I froze in a strange situation where I could neither laugh nor cry.

"Hic... huu... Tesser brother likes sister so why say mean thiiiiings!"

"Wha, what...?!"

"Waaaaaah! Don't fight... don't say mean things...! If you do, you're just like stupid Shturn...!!!"

"E, Eshtiel. Um, well...!"

Tesser raised both hands in an awkward posture, unable to do anything. Then he looked back and forth between Rahilt and me as if asking for help. Naturally, none of us had any immediate means to stop Eshtiel.

"...Hmm."

The library that should be filled with only silence.

The quiet place was filled with the sorrowful crying of a small girl.

In this situation where everyone feared how much longer Eshtiel's candy confiscation period would be extended, only the librarian controlling the entrance was having a headache.

Next Chapter*Sniff, sniff.*

"Huu... uuu..."

Eshtiel's crying lingered on her innocent face for quite some time.

Tesser, who was trying to comfort the disheveled girl without caring about the tears and snot staining his clothes, seemed somewhat different.

Meanwhile, Rahilt was keeping his distance, watching us cautiously, seemingly unable to bring himself to take Eshtiel away. He probably instinctively knew that leaving her with Tesser would be faster.

"Eshtiel... have you calmed down?"

"I don't knowww."

"What do you mean you don't know?"

"I don't know. If you and big sister don't make up, I don't know."

"..."

Tesser pressed his lips tightly at Eshtiel's declaration. With the mood and everything else completely ruined, it seemed incredibly awkward to extend a hand of reconciliation. And coincidentally, apologizing had become just as awkward for me too.

"... Tesser, why aren't you answering?"

"I, well..."

"Huuu... *sniff*..."

"E-Eshtiel...!"

"Uuu... huu..!"

"Ugh."

It was the moment when Eshtiel's dam of tears was about to burst again. Tesser shouted loudly as if he couldn't bear to see the library shake any longer.

"I'll do it...!!!"

"Do what?"

"I'll... I'll make up with her."

"Really?"

"Y-yes. Really."

"Okay."

Only after receiving a definite confirmation did Eshtiel nod her head vigorously. Having heard the declaration of reconciliation from nearby, I was looking at the two with an awkward feeling.

Would Tesser be the first to offer words of reconciliation? That would certainly be convenient, but it wouldn't be right.

If we were to exchange greetings of reconciliation, I should be the one to offer first. Otherwise, Tesser would just be throwing empty words while being pushed by a child's stubbornness.

"Tesser..."

Just as I took a step forward.

Suddenly, Eshtiel grabbed Tesser's wrist and approached me.

"Oh..."

Led by those tiny hands, Tesser awkwardly closed the distance. When we were close enough to touch each other if we reached out, Eshtiel placed her hands on her hips with great dignity.

"Brother and sister, now you shake hands to make up. Then you forget all the bad things and become friends."

"E-Eshtiel..."

"Tiel..."

Tesser and I both stared at Eshtiel in astonishment.

Seeing us hesitate like this, Eshtiel's round eyes began to well up with moisture. Her plump, cute lips contracted in a sad curve as well.

"You won't do it...? Uuu..."

"I will!"

"Of course we will!"

Tesser and I answered in turn.

Somehow bound by the direction of a 9-year-old child, we vaguely faced each other. It was still awkward, but since we had already decided to apologize, wasting time would be pointless.

Above all... strictly speaking, I couldn't let Tesser, who had been hurt by my insensitivity, speak first.

"Tesser."

"... Yes, sister."

"As I said earlier... my apology was sincere. There's no excuse for not paying attention to you earlier. It was my fault for not being mature enough or acting like a proper sister."

"..."

"So if you'll allow me, I'd like the chance to treat you as a proper sister. Of course... Tesser, only if you want that."

Tesser remained silent for a while. He merely opened and closed his lips slightly or rolled his eyes around aimlessly. He seemed to feel a disconnect compared to my previous indifference.

Then, perhaps feeling uncomfortable with continuing to remain silent with several people standing around, Tesser opened his mouth after a moment.


"If... if... if everything you're saying is sincere..."

Tesser steeled himself.

"I too, I also, as a proper family member... to treat you as my sister..."

Tesser's words trailed off for a moment. He seemed to be pondering how to finish his sentence. Despite this moment of contemplation, Tesser soon made his point with determination.

"...... I will try."

"... Yes. We should both try."

Even now that the situation had been resolved, Tesser's expression was still not good. Even though Eshtiel was forcing them to hold hands and shake...

Well, that's natural. How could a person's exterior flip with just a few words?

He would surely need time to sort out his feelings. And I would need time as well.

Later, we could slowly form an appropriate distance as siblings. Siblings who help each other in difficult times and share joys and sorrows... that's how we should develop.

'I wonder what it would have been like if I had a younger sibling or older sibling in my previous life.'

Perhaps Tesser could have ended his wasteful daily life earlier.

At this point, I'm curious about what kind of life the original Tesser lived.

Was 'Seriniel' a better sister than 'Serin,' and a better daughter too...?

"... Huh?"

At that moment, I blurted out my sense of discomfort aloud.

"Sister? What's wrong?"

"Serin?"

Tesser and Eshtiel, who were standing nearby, stared at me blankly. Normally, I would have waved my hand dismissively saying it was just a random thought, but I had forgotten to respond appropriately to the question I had strangely ignored.

"Come to think of it..."

Why... had I never once been curious about it?

'When I clearly exist like this... where did the original Seriniel go...?'

I am not a possessor. If I had to describe it precisely, I was a reincarnator.

There's no doubt about it. I was aware of myself from inside my mother's womb, and as soon as I was born as a baby, I recognized this world.

'Then... what happened to the original Seriniel's personality?'

Did it cease to exist? Or was she born as someone else instead?

In the worst case... she might be sleeping inside me.

'I need to talk to Narin about this.'

◇

A café decorated in a spare space of the Academy.

Two famous figures from the Carnar Kingdom were sitting close together, enjoying a peaceful tea time.

"This is a bit disappointing."

Luca commented while sipping the drink in his glass. Kanarin responded dryly.

"What is?"

"The subtle fruit flavor is really nice, but you know what would make it perfect? If you added some of that homemade tteokbokki you made for me."

"What a taste."

"Why? You made it for me... Wasn't it meant to be delicious?"

"Well, yes..."

Kanarin, who had been indifferent, seemed slightly pleased by Luca's compliment and pulled up the corners of her mouth slightly.

"I'm just surprised it suits your taste. Korean food being popular is a K-romance novel cliché, but seeing it in real life is interesting..."

It's surprising that Luca, who looks like such a noble young man, has such hearty Korean-like taste. It's amazing every time I see it.

Kanarin deliberately swallowed her words and cut herself off.

To this, Luca smiled brightly.

"I find it hard to agree with that opinion."

"But it's true, right? Is tteokbokki the only dish you like? From kimchi stew to samgyeopsal and meat noodles..."

"Whoa, that's enough. I don't want to be a prince drooling in front of everyone."

"But it's true! When you were little, your nose was always running and I had to wipe it, and at night we'd go to the bathroom together..."

"Seriously, that's enough, Kanarin. I don't want to be the prince who jumps off the roof of a foreign academy."

"Pfft..."

Kanarin found Luca's exaggerated reactions amusing.


'My goodness...'

She wondered when he had turned into such a smooth talker. In the past, Luca used to be timid and fragile.

Does time really change people so much?

If so, she wished it had changed him a little less. The Luca of those days had a cute and innocent charm, but the current Luca was like a social butterfly.

To put it less kindly, he seemed a bit fake.

Having been far from popular in her previous life, she wasn't sure if this was what being popular meant. But being handsome and frivolous probably did make one popular. Like those blonde, tanned playboys in adult fiction.

'Serin... was probably popular too, right?'

Being popular is probably why she went after a man - Rahilt - so aggressively. Maybe in her previous life, she had gone after many men too.

Kanarin genuinely speculated this.

"... Ah."

Kanarin, who had been following her stream of consciousness, suddenly brought the conversation back on track.

"By the way, what did you mean earlier when you said you found it hard to agree with my opinion? You're always looking for Korean food whenever you get the chance."

"Ah, that?"

Luca rested his chin on his hands, which had been stacked like a tower on the table. With their distance now closer, he smiled slyly.

"It's not particularly about Korean food... I would have enjoyed anything you made for me more than any gourmet meal."

"Really?"

"Of course."

"Hmm."

"Kanarin?"

Luca was perplexed. After saying something like that, she should have shown some embarrassment, but Kanarin was instead looking at him with interest.

"Luca, you have surprisingly good taste. Well, that's fine."

"Huh? What is?"

"I've been wanting to try out a recipe, and I've just found the perfect test subject."

"K-Kanarin..."

"What? Don't tell me you're going to take back your flattery now?"

"N-no way. My mouth is watering just thinking about it."

"That's good. I'm glad it wasn't just empty flattery."

"Ahaha."

Luca was secretly anxious.

No matter how much he showed his affection, Kanarin always responded insensitively. Rather than putting up walls, it was as if she didn't even realize she was surrounded by walls.

It was truly a difficult wall to break through.

'When will Kanarin ever see me as more than a friend...'

He had been trying for so long, but there wasn't even a spider's web of hope yet.

How long had he been making this effort? If he had to pinpoint it, it would be when he truly solidified his feelings.

He still vividly remembered asking Kanarin directly after fully realizing his feelings.

[Kanarin, what's your ideal type?]
[Hmm, someone fun?]

He had been constantly changing himself to live up to that brief answer from that day.

The fact that there was still no progress despite all this probably meant he still had a long way to go.

What could he do? It was a losing battle for the one in love.

Sometimes he realized that a person's personality never truly changes.

No matter how much he pretended to be extroverted, fatigue built up inside. But even accepting that, he wanted to look good for Kanarin.

This was quite a severe case.

So Luca swallowed his rising sigh and muttered to himself.

"It's perplexing..."

How nice would it be if he were obsessed with magic like Rahilt's little one.

Just then, the sharp-eared Kanarin urged him on.

"What's perplexing?"

"Just..."

You, it's you.

Next ChapterNear the backyard of the Academy.

After making an awkward agreement with Tesser, our paths diverged in different directions.

Though we had shared our determination to become closer as siblings, spending a long time together enjoying the festival would have been arduous. It was still a time when we needed to measure the distance between us and improve our relationship slowly.

The only regrettable thing was that Eshtiel, who had made enormous contributions to resolving the incident, had gone with Tesser.

Still, it was fortunate. That child, whose mere presence was energizing, would surely be helpful to the melancholic Tesser.

Now there was only one issue remaining.

It was Rahilt, who was silently accompanying me.

"Um..."

"Serin."

"Oh, yes?"

In that moment of tranquility, Rahilt and I spoke almost simultaneously. He called my name and turned his blue eyes toward me, with the corners of his eyes folded like a rain-soaked puppy.

"Are you alright?"

"What do you mean, Rian?"

"You seem more dejected than usual... No, not just seem—you definitely are."

"Y-you're being quite assertive."

For some reason, Rahilt had abandoned his usual caution and offered his opinion. This was probably an achievement made possible because I was wearing an expression that even a fool could recognize.

"Anyone who knows Serin would notice."

"I see..."

I let out an empty laugh while hiding my turbulent feelings. I didn't want to show this vulnerable side of myself...

Though it was unfair to blame him, I felt a little annoyed at Rahilt. He normally didn't notice my feelings at all.

Rahilt's emotions were like spring buds emerging after a long winter. Those buds were so delicate and immature that they didn't even know what color their own leaves were. So, it was vexing that this same Rahilt could so perceptively notice the aspects of myself I wanted to hide.

The same person who stubbornly ignored my forward advances suddenly seemed spiteful.

It must be an inferiority complex.

Comparing them—perfect siblings despite not sharing blood—with us—immature siblings despite sharing blood—made me afraid of how Rahilt might judge me.

Because Rahilt values family more than anyone else in the world. So he might be disappointed in me, and there would be nothing I could do about it.

It feels like no matter how hard I try to make up for it, it won't be enough.

I hid my complicated feelings and simply smiled.

"Haha, I'm sorry for making you worry. Well, if I treat Tesser better from now on..."

"I didn't bring this up to receive an apology. Nor did I bring it up hoping you would cover yourself with laughter."

"Rian...? I'm really not..."

I couldn't finish my sentence. As I lowered my gaze with a metallic sound in my voice, a warm heat caressed my face.

It was Rahilt's delicate hand.

"Uh, um... Rian...?"

I never dreamed Rahilt would initiate physical contact with me—it was an earth-shattering event. My gloomy mood was forgotten; his boldness was so shocking that I couldn't tell which parts of my face were crumbling.

While I was having this soul-departing experience, Rahilt's lips slowly opened.

"I am on your side."

"What?"

"I have some idea of what worries you're harboring that make you look so dark... But there's no need to specify. You would surely dislike that."

"You know that, yet you're saying it outright...?"

"...I'm sorry. But I needed to let you know that I can somewhat guess your feelings."

"Why?"

"Because otherwise, my words would sound hollow."


There was no wavering in Rahilt's eyes. Those beautiful eyes that would tremble at the slightest provocation from me now reflected me like a calm water surface.

It was a strange sight.

How strange that his gaze, which I had always faced, could be so direct—it was completely unfamiliar.

Then he spoke.

"Serin, you're like sunshine."

"That's a sudden compliment..."

"I'm just telling you exactly how I feel."

He answered calmly. As if to declare that mistakes in speech were impossible.

Rahilt was unfamiliarly composed, but I found myself staring blankly at his figure wrapped in this strange atmosphere.

"I am aware that I am a human with numerous flaws. I was even more so when I lost someone precious, and there's no guarantee I'm any better now. Therefore..."

He paused briefly before speaking again.

"I was unbearably ashamed of myself. So ashamed that I couldn't bear to show myself to others. But at some point, someone like warm sunshine stood beside me and eased those worries. Do you know who that person is?"

"..."

Thump—my heart beat.

I realized who Rahilt was describing and ultimately asking about. And Rahilt gave me exactly the answer I expected.

"Serin, it's you."

Rahilt's hand that had been resting on my cheek slowly moved downward. The warmth gradually shifted lower, eventually covering my wrist, then firmly filling the spaces between my fingers.

"Even though I spent days acutely aware of how inadequate I am, you always unconditionally took my side. I vaguely felt it then... but I was definitely happy about it."

"I just..."

Because you're my favorite.

I felt sorry for Rahilt, who had to bear unhappiness for the crime of being born, and I wanted to be his strength. Even if it would be ridiculed as deception from the daughter of the man and woman who brought down the deposed emperor.

So I never once questioned standing by Rahilt's side.

Such honest feelings sank back down my throat, becoming words left unsaid.

"There's no reason I wouldn't take your side. If you blame yourself, I'll be on your side to encourage you. Even if it's just feeble support... I will definitely do so."

"Rian..."

"So if any of the reasons for the shadows on your face are related to me, please let go of that part. I, as the person concerned, allow and even ask this of you. Because I will always be on your side. Just as you have been for me."

"Ah..."

This is strange.

With Rahilt holding my hand like this, my thoughts are tilting in a different direction than usual.

Just the other day, I would have teased Rahilt for becoming more flirtatious... I would have poked at his weak spots and enjoyed watching him get flustered...

But I don't feel like doing that at all.

"No... ha..."

I turned my head abruptly, unable to withstand Rahilt's gaze. This too was quite unusual for me. And the phenomenon of my vision blurring as I sighed deeply was also a rare experience.

"Really, really, why am I like this... I, I... shouldn't be like this."

I don't deserve to be.

While Tesser, the unilateral victim, might be excused, I, who am essentially the perpetrator, shouldn't be acting this way.
Especially not in front of Rahilt, who had witnessed everything.

"Ah... really..."

Tears welled up in my eyes.

Not knowing how embarrassing it was, a burning sensation crept under my eyes.

"Ugh..."

I wanted to hide my unsightly face that I absolutely couldn't show. So I avoided Rahilt's beautiful eyes. Then, trying my best to control the trembling in my voice, I asked.

"Rian..."


"Yes, tell me."

"I'm really sorry, but could I get a little closer for a moment?"

"You have nothing to be sorry about to me."

"I think I'll be, quite, close."

"I don't mind."

"But you usually dislike me getting close."

"Sometimes... no, honestly, it's because you look at me with scary eyes most of the day. Unlike now."

"Ha, what's that..."

There's a limit to honesty.

That's too much. I'm feeling so down, and he's making such frivolous jokes.

What if I end up laughing while crying and get upset...

"This is why I give you those looks..."

I buried my face in Rahilt's chest. Deep enough so that he absolutely couldn't see my foolishly contorted face.

"Don't look at me... at all."

"I'll just look straight ahead."

"Is there a woman there?"

"Several passing by."

"Then look somewhere else."

"I'll look in whatever direction you specify."

It was nice that he went along with whatever I said. Truly, Rahilt seemed to be on my side, just as he had told me.

As a result, my swelling spite deflated pathetically, leaving only me wrapped in strange feelings.

"...... Look diagonally to the right."

"There's plenty to see in that direction too."

"Are there women?"

"Yes."

"Then all the way to the right."

I realized my mistake and carefully asked.

"...Wouldn't that hurt your neck too much?"

"Well, it's not much different even if it's all the way to the right."

"Then never mind. Look diagonally to the left."

"I don't think the result will change dramatically by shifting my gaze a little."

"What about all the way to the left?"

"This seems troublesome for you. Would you allow me to lie?"

"No, just don't look there either."

"Then I have no choice."

"...Indeed, as you said, there's no choice."

With my face still buried in Rahilt's embrace, I spoke as casually as possible.

"Just look at me."

"Yes, I will do so."

Rahilt whispered once more, as if savoring my words.

"I will look only at Serin all along."

Next Chapter"Rian, I have a favor to ask."

"I'll do anything for you."

"Then could you make me a cloud? Just big enough to hold in my arms... like a baby-sized lump."

"You mean the size of Eshtiel?"

"Tiel isn't a baby though..."

"That can't be..."

Rahilt inhaled as if genuinely shocked. I'd always known that Rahilt had a doting nature that often clouded his judgment. It made me quite curious about how he would behave if he ever had children of his own.

Of course, I would be the one giving birth. If I failed, I'd have no choice but to beg my mother to regress.

If that's impossible, well, I'd have no choice but to burn the world down. I'd likely end up hating the world like a victim thoroughly soaked in Rastali's contamination.

"Just make it this big, just this big."

"Hmm, I understand."

I explained to Rahilt by drawing in the air with my hands. Rahilt tilted his head as if still unable to accept that Eshtiel wasn't a baby. Regardless, he made it exactly the size I wanted.

"Is this sufficient?"

"Yes. But will this disappear if it gets too far away from you?"

"It would if it goes beyond the horizon."

"Ah, thanks for the extreme example."

In the end, it meant the cloud would maintain its form unless Rahilt wished for it to disappear.

"Let's go find Lady Narin and the Second Prince again."

"It seems you wish to have a private conversation with the Lady."

"How did you know?"

"Serin always excludes me when she's with the Lady."

"Huh?"

Rahilt's observation was remarkably sharp.

Lady Narin and I were both reincarnators who shared each other's circumstances. Therefore, to form a bond, we needed to separate Rahilt, who knew nothing.

Even if he felt bad about it, it was something he should reasonably understand. Rahilt didn't show any sign of displeasure. Perhaps he truly didn't mind at all.

Either way, my guilt only increased.

"I-I'm sorry... Rian."

"Why are you apologizing? No one in this world has the right to intrude on Serin's private conversations."

"No, I mean... please just accept my apology, Rian...!"

"Hmm."

Faced with my firm response, now it was Rahilt who expressed discomfort. However, given Rahilt's nature, he wouldn't simply accept an unclear apology.

"I seem to have said something that could be misinterpreted..."

"It's not that. I really do keep many secrets from you..."

"Everyone has their own secrets. For example, like how I concealed the secret of being the deposed emperor's child."

"Ugh..."

Rahilt remained an enigmatic person with puzzling intentions.

Most of the time, his thoughts were as transparent as an aquarium's glass wall. A few words from the side would easily sway him as intended. But occasionally, he could be stubbornly unyielding to the point of defying logic.

Yet even this contradiction was charming. It seemed he would never compromise his pure sense of justice.

In the end, I couldn't break his stubbornness.

"Alright... I won't force you anymore. But know that I'm still apologizing in my heart."

"I'd like to stop you, but I'm at a loss for how."

"Right? My thoughts are entirely my own after all."

"Sigh... Then may I ask what you intend to use that cloud for?"

Rahilt pointed to the small dark cloud that was just the right size to be held in one's arms. A fluffy, soft dark cloud with an addictive tactile quality...

"Oh, this?"

Suddenly, a mischievous answer came to mind. Perhaps it showed on my face, as Rahilt already seemed resigned to not getting a proper answer.

"I'll tell you if you accept my apology."

"That's troublesome. I could just take it back, though."

"Would you take it back?"

"Well..."

Huh.

This was different from usual.

He wasn't smiling and denying it... a question mark?

As I anxiously watched him...

"Haha..."

Rahilt suddenly chuckled. Only then did I realize I'd been tricked by Rahilt.


"I wouldn't take it back. As I said, I'm on your side, Serin."

"Hmph... Is it okay for allies to tease each other with lies?"

"I'll refrain from doing so in the future."

Somehow Rahilt had become quite slick. Perhaps he'd developed this unexpected side while meeting various people as a professor at the Academy.

Though I'd teased him countless times, I'd rarely been teased in return, which made him seem quite annoying. At this rate, he might even win our verbal sparring matches soon.

"Hmph, fine. Let's just go find your friend the Second Prince."

"I shall obey."

"Ugh..."

Even Rahilt's gesture of accepting with a servant's courtesy had a subtle playfulness to it. And so, for the first time, I felt defeated by Rahilt and kept my mouth tightly shut.

It was afternoon, with the sun gradually setting.

There was still some time left before twilight arrived.

'I must win at night.'

Especially after marriage.

...... Embarrassingly, I often remembered those days when I used to dream such things.

◇

"Ah, found her. Lady Narin!"

"Oh?"

Fortunately, the duo from Carnar Kingdom was quickly found. They hadn't moved far, having stayed in a small area for a long time.

Lady Narin stood up, her pupils shaking with surprise.

"Serin...? What is that...?"

"Y-you're crazy..."

Lady Narin and the Second Prince stepped back in perfect unison, as if sharing the same mind. Apparently, Rahilt's dark cloud had left some kind of psychological trauma.

Yet heartlessly, I held the dark cloud preciously. I firmly believed that without it, the conversation wouldn't progress.

"... I apologize. To both of you."

Ironically, the one apologizing was Rahilt himself, the provider of the trauma.

"Ugh, Rian... because of me..."

Regardless of the reason, if I had given up the cloud, the situation would have ended. Logically, I should be the one apologizing, yet somehow the innocent Rahilt was bowing his head.

"Lady Narin, Second Prince. Please calm down. This is actually quite safe. The texture is really nice too. Cool and fluffy, soft and squishy... almost comparable to Tiel's cheeks?"

"Oh, comparing it to the cutie makes it seem a bit better."

"Honestly..."

The Second Prince was the first to open his heart. Lady Narin gave him a reproachful look and narrowed her eyes at me.

Naturally, I had no face to look at her, so I turned my gaze sideways. Rahilt's profile was beautiful as always.

"Ahaha... Lady Narin. I have something I'd like to discuss with you alone."

"Hmm, does it have something to do with that cloud?"

"Maybe...?"

"I see... alright then."

Though Lady Narin showed reluctance, she still took a step toward me. Seizing the opportunity, I grabbed her wrist and headed straight for a secluded place.

"Rian! Please stay and play with the Second Prince for a while!"

"Yes, I'll wait."

"W-wait...! Let me touch those cheeks... I mean, that dark cloud just once...!!!"

"It would be harassment if the Second Prince touched it!"

"W-what...!?"

Ignoring the Second Prince who was sweating at the mention of the words "harassment" and himself together...

We climbed to the top of the clock tower, where the entire Academy landscape was visible at a glance.

◇

"Serin, I think it's about time... you told me what this is about?"

"Ah, was I too sudden?"

"A bit."

Lady Narin gently scolded me.

Indeed, when an older person reprimands you so softly, it doesn't inspire any rebellion.

Perhaps it's because she's been raising the Second Prince since he was a snot-nosed kid. Lady Narin seems more like a mother than an older sister. There's a warmth around her that makes you feel she might even offer her lap as a pillow if you pushed a little.

"You know, Lady Narin."

"Yes, Serin."

"Aren't you curious?"

"About what?"

Interested in the elements of the situation, Lady Narin's attention turned to me.
I lowered my voice and spoke almost in a whisper.


"About the principle behind our reincarnation... what happened to the original owners of these bodies. Things like that."

"Of course I've been curious all along... but isn't it usually the case that people who die unfairly get reincarnated by the gods? That's the standard trope, right?"

"That's how possession-reincarnation novels usually go. Like how I got hit by a reincarnation truck right after getting accepted to university."

"... Like how I received a terminal diagnosis right after passing the bar exam."

"Your story is truly pitiful, Lady Narin."

"We're in the same boat, aren't we?"

After reconfirming our shared pain, we changed the subject.

"Anyway... that's just speculation, nobody knows the truth, right?"

"Right. There's no way for us to know... and in many cases, they don't even explain the reason until the very end."

"It doesn't affect anything, but it does feel unsettling."

"I agree. So... are you saying you have a way to find out?"

"Maybe, just maybe. First, let me ask you this. How much do you know about this kind of thing?"

"Hmm..."

Lady Narin placed her hand under her chin and gazed at the sky. She was probably recalling her memories.

Being as intelligent as she was, the answer came quickly.

"I told you that the identity of my status window was the soul of a baby divine beast that had died, right?"

"Yes. You explained it roughly after everything was settled."

"Yes, when I sent away my status window while destroying the supercell, the divine beast's soul disappeared with it."

"That's right."

"At that time, I had a brief opportunity to access the divine beast's memories."

"This is the first I'm hearing of this."

"Just to be clear, I didn't deliberately hide it."

"Does it matter?"

When I shrugged my shoulders, Lady Narin chuckled and continued.

"The divine beast already knew I was a reincarnator. That's why it had been assisting me in the form of a status window, which was most familiar to me. That alone was suspicious, but when it said goodbye for the last time... it spoke as if it knew the original history."

"By original history... you mean where the female lead and the baby divine beast are alive, and they save the kingdom according to the original work?"

"It's just an assumption. It thanked me for bearing the burden of 'our' fate, not its own fate. I inferred that 'our' referred to both the female lead and the divine beast."

"I see..."

"What about you? Do you know something else?"

"Yes. My mother-in-law also left some strange words. No, her actions were blatantly suspicious from the start."

"...... Huh?"

Lady Narin looked at me as if I were mentally ill.

Well, how rude.

It's the absolute truth.

"Serin..."

"Ah, I know what you want to say..."

"No, Serin..."

"... Alright."

I closed my mouth obediently because Lady Narin cut me off so firmly.

This time, although rebellion was boiling inside me, I decided to listen to what she had to say.

After moving her lips hesitantly, she finally spoke with difficulty.

"It's awkward to bring this up, but..."

"Yes."

I couldn't hide my astonishment at the outrageous words that flowed from Lady Narin's mouth next.

"No matter what... as a Korean, I don't think it's right to mock Rahilt's mother, who met such a tragic end, by calling her strange or suspicious..."

"... Y-yes...?"

"Of course, you might have forgotten your past life identity. But I still strongly identify as a Korean and as a daughter from a family that performs ancestral rites."

"No, that's."

I'm the same way...

I couldn't complete my sentence. My mind was in a daze.

"So if you love Rahilt... I think it would be better to refrain from making jokes about his parents. Of course, I can't force you since our cultures might be different..."

...

......

I couldn't say anything as I watched the sky turn yellow. It wasn't because of the sunset, but because the world seemed to be turning a yellow color that shouldn't be yellow.

After maintaining my identity as a Confucian girl for 20 years since reincarnation.

I was misunderstood as a ridiculous parent-mocker by someone from the same righteous people.

Next Chapter
One started misunderstanding took considerable time to correct. As a result of these efforts, Kanarin apologized to me and quickly asked her question.

"Serin, so... the black dragon inside Rahilt is your mother-in-law?"

"Of course. Why would I bring up some deposed emperor's concubine I've never even met?"

"Ah... right. Yes... you're right, of course."

"You're quite peculiar, aren't you?"

At my casual remark, Kanarin stared at me as if I'd struck a nerve. Her eyes seemed to say, "Don't you dare talk to me like that." Unable to withstand her intimidating gaze, I sheepishly looked away.

"Ahem, so I was thinking of having a proper conversation with my mother-in-law."

"But how? Actually, wouldn't 'grandmother-in-law' be more accurate than 'mother-in-law'?"

"What?!"

"What? What is it? Why are you looking at me like that, Serin?"

"I think you're being too harsh."

"Me...?"

To her bewildered expression, I wagged my index finger like a metronome.

"Even if my mother-in-law is an ancient non-human ancestor, she's still clearly a woman. Naturally, she'd want to be addressed in a youthful and pretty way, wouldn't she? Since so much time has passed that proper titles are ambiguous anyway, we might as well go with the younger-sounding option."

"Ah..."

This time, she seemed to agree with me. Her nodding head made it abundantly clear. So I resumed our previously interrupted conversation.

"And earlier, you asked how to communicate with her, right? The answer is this cloud. Rahilt calls it Pou."

How cute. Since Rahilt named it, even the name feels adorable.

Kanarin carefully examined the cloud I was holding in my arms.

"We can talk through this?"

"Yes. As you know, the black cloud Rahilt created is the Dragon's Authority, but it's also a substance where my mother-in-law's consciousness resides."

"Really? How did you find out?"

"I met her directly. And when you shared your theory about divine beings, I became certain."

"Certain? About what?"

"That divine beings like your divine beast and Rahilt's black dragon are aware of the world's original destiny... in other words, the original story."

I explained everything to Kanarin in detail.

For instance, when Rahilt was consumed by Rastali's corruption, how the original world that shouldn't exist in this altered world manifested as Rahilt's mental landscape.

And that the answer was the intervention of the consciousness residing in Rahilt's power.

Furthermore, I confessed everything about meeting my mother-in-law directly and conversing with her.

"...Wow."

Kanarin let out a low exclamation.

"Serin, I think everything you're saying is correct. So the 'we' my divine beast mentioned really was the original female protagonist and itself. Well, it makes sense—since it could temporarily borrow abilities from parallel world characters..."

She assessed that perceiving distorted timelines would have been child's play for such a being.

"So a being of this magnitude should be able to clearly explain why we were reincarnated, right?"

"Yes, that's entirely possible. But the problem is how we're supposed to talk to this cloud..."

"Oh. Right, good point."

Looking back, I realized I had no plan whatsoever. I just assumed that since I'd already had one comfortable conversation with her, she would respond if I simply spoke to her.

"You don't have any plan at all...?"

"I got excited without thinking..."

"Did something happen with Rahilt that impaired your reasoning?"

"Ugh."


I recalled burying my face in Rahilt's chest for a long time. That afternoon when I stayed there long enough for desire to replace my melancholy...

It seemed my mental brakes had been worn down since then.

"W-well... sometimes impulsive actions can change history."

"So something did happen."

"Enough already! Let's just try calling my mother-in-law."

"Alright..."

Kanarin looked at me with noticeably diminished trust. Somehow, I also felt like she was pitying me.

Desperately ignoring all this, I addressed the cloud silently bundled in my arms.

"Ahem! Excuse me, Mother-in-law. Can you hear me? Come in, over. Mayday, mayday."

"Why are you saying 'mayday'...?"

"Hey, Mother-in-law. Your beloved daughter-in-law is here. Open up, please."

"Hmm..."

You might think I'm putting on a show. Honestly, I'm wondering if I've suddenly become possessed. So please stop looking at me like I'm mentally unstable, Kanarin.

Just as my cold sweat and Kanarin's aura of disbelief were intersecting, it happened.

Wiggle.

The previously motionless black cloud moved for the first time. We both gaped in surprise at this remarkable change.

"W-what? Serin's impulsiveness is actually working?"

"See! See! I told you! Impulsiveness changes the world!"

"My goodness..."

The black cloud, which had been freely stretching and contracting its form, traced an elegant curve and inscribed small letters in the air. It was proof that my hypothesis was correct and that my foolishness was being rewarded.

The message formed by those letters read:

[Stop spreading rumors.]

A painful rebuke.

"Pfft, hahaha..."

"Hey, seriously, stop laughing!!!"

"Okay, okay. Self-proclaimed beloved daughter-in-law Serin."

"I am beloved! My mother-in-law is just being tsundere because she's from an older generation!?"

[...]

Just three dots floating in the air.

From that moment on, I kept my mouth firmly shut.

I was quite annoyed with Kanarin, who was holding her stomach instead of trying to suppress her laughter out of courtesy.

Eventually, after composing herself, she spoke.

"Wow... It's amazing that this ability can activate outside its owner's consciousness. That's quite surprising."

[Once the child begins to consciously control it, I too will have no means of communication.]

"Ah, so that's why you couldn't directly stop Rahilt in the Carnar Kingdom?"

[Correct. Also, keep in mind that I cannot maintain this form of conversation for long.]

"It's miraculous that conversation is even possible... I may have a divine beast's soul settled within me, but to think that a power manifested hundreds of years ago has consciousness. It's unbelievable."

"That's my mother-in-law for you!"

Even Kanarin had to nod slightly in agreement with this.

According to my mother-in-law, our conversation had a time limit.

I decided to cut to the chase and get to the main point.


"Sigh... Mother-in-law. Actually, I called upon you because I have questions."

[About reincarnation, I presume.]

"Oh, so you've been listening to everything?"

[Yes. Though I am merely a consciousness, I can perceive external stimuli.]

"...What?"

Suddenly, my entire body froze. I had discovered a shocking truth.

[Why do you look so troubled?]

"Does that mean..."

For the first time, I resented my mother-in-law.

"Does that mean you can directly perceive when Rahilt and I are rolling around in bed doing this and that...!?"

"Wow, even I think that's crossing a line."

This time, even Kanarin took my side. The black cloud vibrated violently, sprouting spikes like a sea urchin. My mother-in-law seemed to be expressing her anger.

[Only when the child manifests his power! What a lewd child you are!]

"Phew, that's a relief."

"So she's not denying the lewdness..."

"Let's rephrase that as a form of love, both of you."

Both women casually ignored my request and brought the topic back on track.

"So... um, Black Dragon? I'd like to continue hearing what you have to say, if that's alright."

[Very well.]

Kanarin worked hard to mediate between us appropriately. My mother-in-law's story unfolded like this:

[First, it's true that I am aware of the original history. Dragons that circulate the world are closer to concepts and phenomena, so they are free from the constraints of space and time.]

My mother-in-law briefly explained her background.

The "Dragon Circulating the World" literally follows a predetermined route to circulate the world. She also revealed that this circulating path is called the Dragon's Path.

And the moment a Dragon Circulating the World deviates from that path, it loses most of its power and degrades into human form.

The catalyst for my mother-in-law leaving the Dragon's Path was the cry of a lone soldier who survived on a battlefield.

Drawn by the sorrowful cry from the battlefield, she deviated from the Dragon's Path and appeared before the soldier in human form. That soldier later became the founding emperor who established the empire.

[Even though I lost much of my power, I still had many options. For instance, I could face death as a human... and remain in this child's mind as a consciousness, as I am now.]

She explained that even though she was a dragon, her physical body couldn't significantly exceed human limitations. Therefore, she allocated her power to exist within the mind of a descendant who would later bear an unfortunate fate.

In truth, it didn't have to be Rahilt—it could have been anyone. It just happened that Rahilt was born with the most unfortunate fate among those within the range of her observed future.

[And to alter the original history, I inserted this world's history into another world. Self-proclaimed daughter-in-law, what you saw as human creative work was precisely that.]

"Ah, 'I Tamed the Deposed Emperor's Child'...!"

[What an outrageous title.]

"...Ahem."

From my mother-in-law's perspective, it must have been unpleasant to hear about "taming" her descendant.
As a reader who had simply enjoyed the story, I could only close my mouth.
However, the shocking truth that followed immediately made me gape again.

[Next... I erased the memories of souls who had directly or indirectly encountered the creative work containing the child's history, on a continental scale.]

"...What?"

[Were you curious about the reincarnation process? Were you asking about your original self's whereabouts?]

She revealed the truth.

[You are Han Serin, and also Seriniel.]

Next ChapterMother-in-law's revelation brought several seconds of silence.

'Han Serin... Seriniel...? Me?'

If that was true, then the premise that this world was a novel completely collapsed. This meant this world wasn't a fictional creation but a real alternate world.

Tesser, my parents who were the male and female leads of the previous work, everyone... they weren't fake family but my real family. Everything that had been binding me was just my misunderstanding.

"That's impossible..."

While I was reeling from shock, Narin, who had finished her calculations, spoke up.

"So I never read the story, but since I know the general plot, I must have recalled my past life. The divine beast's soul must have noticed this change in me and approached..."

She spoke with trembling lips.

"So in the end... I really am Kanarin Rupenter...?"

[That is correct.]

"Haha..."

She laughed emptily. The small sound containing relief gave away Narin's feelings.

"To think everything around me wasn't fake but real... Whew! Somehow I feel saved because of this."

[I know you've made great contributions to changing the child's fate. If anyone should express gratitude, it should be me first.]

"I only took responsibility for bringing her to the kingdom. If we're assigning credit, Serin should get all the shares."

[That's good consideration. I wish the girl on this side resembled you more.]

"...... Rian likes me just the way I am."

[Yes, everything you say is correct.]

"Why do I feel uncomfortable, Mother-in-law."

She seemed to be reluctantly giving in because the conversation wasn't going anywhere. Perhaps this was already foreshadowing mother-in-law and daughter-in-law conflict.

But that's okay. Rahilt would definitely take my side. Where should we get the rings made and which venue should we choose for the ceremony?

As I was letting my imagination run wild, I quickly regained my focus.

"By the way, Mother-in-law."

[What is it.]

"If souls' memories were awakened across the continent... there might be others besides us who remember their past lives?"

[We should keep that possibility open.]

"Then... you didn't specifically choose me...?"

[How did I end up with such a child. I'm not sure if it's good fortune or not.]

"S-so that means... there could be other women lurking around targeting Rian...?"

[Oh ho.]

"Aaaaaaaaahhhhh!!!"

I pulled at my hair, anticipating the Rahilt Super Defense I would need to deploy in the future.

This is troublesome.

I need to hurry up and get married so I can legally get rid of all those clingy women.

This was no time to be enjoying a pseudo-campus life, damn it.

"S-Serin. Maybe it really is just the two of us. Even if that's wrong, there are surely many who, like me, aren't interested in Rahilt..."

"That's because you're the strange one! I could talk all night about how sexy our Rian is...!"

"S-sexy...!?"

[Oh my goodness... oh my...]

One side was shocked while the other lamented, both targeting me. But I had no energy to pay attention to them. As if being considerate of me, Mother-in-law announced the end with increasingly crooked text.

[I've reached my limit now.]

"Mother-in-law..."

[Child chosen by the divine beast, please guide this impure child well as her elder.]

"... If possible."


[I'm worried.]

That was Mother-in-law's last words.

In the end, she left without praising me even once. Despite the fact that I'm the number one contributor to saving Rahilt.

When I marry Rahilt, I'll put lots of unpleasant things on her memorial table. Like mint chocolate ice cream, or pineapple pizza.

"... It's dispersed."

"Yes. Rian said directly that he wouldn't disappear."

The fluffy dark clouds had already diffused into the air and completely vanished. Now all that remained in the clock tower were two women who had learned the truth about the world.

"Serin, come to think of it, after hearing the Black Dragon's words, something's bothering me..."

"What is it?"

"The saint of the Holy Nation of Austia. She ran away about 15 years ago, right?"

"Later she was secretly adopted as a duke's daughter there, they said."

"And then she went around exposing all the church's dirty secrets?"

"It's far from the Empire so it wasn't a big issue... but I know about it."

"Same with our kingdom, so I didn't pay attention... but just hearing the plot, doesn't it sound familiar?"

"Hmm, a corrupt church and a young saint who ran away. Perfect for a parenting story..."

When the conversation reached that point, we both lost our words.

"..."

"..."

"... It couldn't be, right?"

"... Surely not."

We both let out hollow laughs as we gazed at the setting sky. Whether that direction was toward the Holy Nation or not was unclear, but it was the perfect sky to let our strange sensations drift away.

Savoring the scenery that looked like it had been coated with finely ground gold, I made a firm decision.

"Narin."

"Yes?"

"I think I'll just do it now."

"Serin, that's a crime."

"What did you think I was going to do for that to be your first response?!"

Somehow it seems like trust in me is decreasing day by day. This is truly unfair treatment.

To this, Narin scratched her cheek lightly and made an excuse.

"Ahaha... I just, you know... thought you might try to create a fait accompli without consent."

"Good grief."

That... makes sense...?

Since it's what I imagine every day, it's hard to blame her. It's just that this time, that was the wrong answer.

"If that's not it, I'm sorry. So... what are you going to do, Serin?"

"What else would it be?"

What else would I need to do to obtain the position that would allow me to enforce the fence rule on Rahilt?

"Confess, of course."

This was the catalyst for a grand scheme that began tangling wildly in my head.

◇

By the time Serin left the clock tower with the duchess, the sky had turned a deep navy blue.

Unripe stars dotted the dim sky, and the cool night air wrapped around skin, stealing away warmth. So it wasn't surprising that people would lean on each other's body heat. Rather, evening was approaching moment by moment when those who couldn't do so would suffer inwardly.

Even so, it was an evening that had nothing to do with me.

The evening party was about to begin, and as a professor tasked with supervising the elementary division's party, I needed to pull myself together.

Therefore, I bid Serin a temporary farewell.


She merely smacked her lips but didn't express any particular complaint. Yet as the distance between us grew, the ordinary night air somehow exuded a chilly presence. It took me a long time to accept that this was loneliness.

"Kyahaha!"

"Hey! What if you fall from up there!"

Because of this, my work was often disrupted. While I was reminiscing about the afternoon spent walking with Serin, unbridled young colts were having a wild party.

"Your uniform will get dirty, student Rina. And playing tag in a crowded place is not appropriate."

Just as I would stop and correct one issue, another accident would immediately occur on the opposite side.

"Hey! They're fighting!"

"Professor! The boys are fighting over here!"

"Oh no, he's got a nosebleed!"

"If you get a nosebleed, you lose..."

This is more difficult than I imagined. When so many children cause incidents and accidents, I wished it would rain inside the banquet hall.

As I rushed toward the direction of the fighting boys, one child muttered in passing.

"What a shame... if Eshtiel were here, he'd be the boss."

"Ah...!"

I couldn't help but exclaim at that brief murmur.

Putting aside what I was about to do, I looked around but couldn't see Eshtiel. As a child who causes incidents and accidents wherever he goes with his eccentric behavior, he needed special supervision...

'Should I really make it rain outside...?'

If a downpour started, he would naturally come into the banquet hall. I seriously considered this measure and swallowed hard.

"Oh no, he's crying!"

"The nosebleed won't stop!"

"Oh dear...!"

Being distracted by thoughts of my little sister, I was seriously contemplating something ridiculous. This makes me unqualified as a professor.

I approached the child with the streaming nosebleed and quickly stopped the bleeding. After that, I separated him from his opponent and asked what had happened.

Fortunately, it wasn't a fight about outside status, but simply a collision while playing that had triggered it.

It seemed like it could be resolved quickly if I gave them time to calm down and then arranged an opportunity for reconciliation.

"Phew..."

I wish I had ten more bodies.

During regular classes, everyone usually follows instructions well, so I thought today would be no different. But this festival venue, where deviation was allowed, was truly a magical place that awakened human nature.

'I see... so this is parenting... is this exhaustion what Rodrick feels?'

It was a thousand blessings that Eshtiel wasn't a twin. If there were two children like Eshtiel, they might have been unmanageable even at home...

"... Right, Eshtiel...!"

After urgently resolving these incidents, I even forgot about my precious little sister's whereabouts. The elementary division children were powerful beings with that much influence.

Eventually, I approached a third-grade elementary girl who was in the same year as Eshtiel and asked.

"Student Luna, do you happen to know where Eshtiel is?"

"Oh, Eshtiel? He definitely..."

After a brief recollection, the female student around Eshtiel's age gave her answer.

"He said he was going to the middle school division's party to play?"

"Oh no..."

Only then did I understand Eshtiel's absence.

He had been with Tesser all day, so it wasn't unreasonable.

I believe he wouldn't leave behind any actions that would cause major problems...

The only issue was that Eshtiel beautifully betrayed my trust and from the next day onward, carried the nickname of "the candy thief of the banquet hall."

'Haah, Rodrick...'

Suddenly, I missed that grumpy face terribly.

Next Chapter
It had been a week since the end of the Academy Exhibition, which had been both challenging and eventful.

Like any other day, feathery clouds drifted across the blue sky, casting wide shadows on the ground below. Nevertheless, thin rays of sunlight filtered through the occasional gaps between clouds, crossing over the window frame of the lecture hall.

The warmth was making me drowsy.

It was an irreverent thought to have during a lecture in front of students.

'I wonder why Serin is... staring blankly like that.'

The class I was currently teaching was the first-year university division—the class Serin had transferred into.

Being subjected to obvious stares whenever I came here was common, with Serin leading the charge. Her eyes always held such peculiar passion that even asking questions during lectures felt burdensome.

But how was Serin now?

She was looking in my direction, but I questioned whether her gaze was actually focused. Not only was she in the undignified posture of resting her chin on her desk, but she had even forgotten her composure and left her mouth hanging open. Yet there was no sign she was succumbing to drowsiness.

'Come to think of it, she's been acting strangely lately...'

Serin's suspicious behavior wasn't limited to today. Since the height of the Academy Exhibition, she had been avoiding me with various excuses, instead unilaterally attaching herself to the princess and the Second Prince.

Even if I weren't a professor at the Academy, I already knew what to call Serin's behavior.

Exclusion, or ostracism. Either way, it was a concept that should rightfully be avoided.

Of course, it was also strange for a professor and student to be overly involved within the Academy, but it would be troublesome if this continued outside as well. I had too many unspoken words to let our relationship fade away meaninglessly.

"Is there a student who would like to come interpret this archaic text..."

I awkwardly let my words trail off mid-lecture. I had unconsciously almost called on Serin to come to the podium.

But what would change by doing so? Whatever words exchanged between us at the podium would be predetermined like lines in a play.

"That was a mistake. To interpret this archaic text, one must refer to historical documents from the past..."

I continued the lecture as if nothing had happened.

Serin, who would normally notice my mistakes immediately and respond with a sly smile, remained lost in her own world, completely distracted. Feeling a subtle sense of betrayal from her behavior, I concluded the lecture ten minutes later.

As I left the university division classroom, I suddenly looked back.

There was no sign of Serin, who would typically follow me under the pretext of asking questions after lectures. Only the dry corridor filled my view.

For some reason, it left a bitter taste, and I found myself licking my dry lips.

'...Perhaps I should visit the elementary division.'

Seeing Eshtiel might fill the emptiness I felt. Observing his innocent behavior would surely help dispel this strange mood.

Conveniently, my next class was in the elementary division. Though it wasn't Eshtiel's third-grade elementary class, it was close enough for a brief visit.

Shaaaaaaa...

A gentle spring breeze blew. Cherry blossoms were gradually filling the gaps in the bare branches, showing off their adorable pink hue. It was truly beautiful, befitting a season that brings new life.

It was regrettable to enjoy such scenery alone, without Serin, Luca, or the princess.

...No, "anxious" would be the more accurate word.

Everyone was avoiding me, and I couldn't figure out what I had done wrong, which made me feel uneasy.

Meanwhile, memories I thought I had completely forgotten were floating up from beneath the surface.

'Rashera...'

I still wonder if she ever truly loved me. I only remember that Rashera was forward from our very first encounter.

Whatever her actual intentions, it was clearly courtship. However, I always maintained certain boundaries, as I had no room for affection at the time. Only when Rashera finally gave up her pursuit and turned her attention to someone else did I begin to feel a sense of urgency. Just like my current situation.

'Is this... the same as back then?'

I immediately shook my head. This was clearly different from Rashera's case.

Unlike Rashera, Serin had nothing to gain from me, and I was the unilateral beneficiary of her attention. Even when my mind was corrupted and I tried to destroy the world, she was the one who stepped forward to stop me.

Even though the princess possessed a decisive means to kill me... she postponed it until the very end due to Serin's strong will.

It was pure goodwill that would be disrespectful to even compare with Rashera. And that's why my concerns were sinking deeper into a labyrinth. Like slowly descending into the depths of the sea without buoyancy.

"I don't know..."

I had long forgotten my promise with Rodrick that "I don't know" was a forbidden answer.

But then again, when have I ever truly understood Serin's heart? At best, I could only guess the timing of when she would remove her mask.

I couldn't figure out the cause of this concerning atmosphere even by the time I reached the elementary division building.

Since things had come to this, I decided to observe Eshtiel from a distance before preparing for my lecture. But the shouts that reached my ears made my head spin.

"Ah, he's running away!"

"There's Eshtiel, the candy thief from the soirée!"


"Everyone, hide your candy!"

"I'm not a candy thief!"

Eshtiel protested with all his might, but his argument seemed to lack convincing power.

I couldn't imagine what he could have possibly done at the middle school soirée to earn such a reputation, no matter how creative I tried to be.

But it was too embarrassing a nickname to ask about directly, so I kept my mouth shut.

"So, Eshtiel, you won't take our candy even if our desks are piled high with it?"

"No. Taking things without permission makes you a bad person."

"Even if we eat it all without you?"

"I won't touch it... but that would be bullying..."

"But taking without permission is the same, isn't it?"

"But yummy things should be eaten together."

"Even without permission?"

"Uh..."

"He's the candy thief from the soirée!"

"I'm not a thief!!!"

It was an endless circular argument.

Still, the children weren't genuinely criticizing Eshtiel. It was obvious they were teasing him because his reactions were cute. After teasing him enough, they actually gave him candy as an apology.

Eshtiel happily accepted their apology while munching on the candy. But something seemed off...

...

......

'He's... receiving candy as gifts?'

Quite stupidly, I only then realized why Eshtiel had been so accepting of his candy confiscation punishment all this time.

Why had I assumed Eshtiel only received candy supplies from home? With just a little thought, I should have noticed this discrepancy easily.

"Eshtiel... you...!"

I stared blankly at Eshtiel, who had betrayed me in a different way than Serin had.

The world was truly difficult to understand.

◇

"Kanarin."

"Yes?"

"How do you confess to someone?"

"Do you know how many times you've asked that question? Just do it properly, won't you?"

"I've never confessed to anyone before, so how would I know..."

"You think I have experience with that...?"

"Sigh..."

Though Kanarin didn't explicitly mention it, both my questions and her answers had been repeated numerous times lately. Even the incredibly patient Kanarin occasionally seemed to have veins popping on her forehead recently. Still, I was grateful that she endured it as my elder.

So I turned my attention to the Second Prince.

"What about you, Your Highness? How should I confess? As a man, you must know well."

"Well, considering how someone who witnesses your usual behavior still acts that way... he must be deliberately ignoring it. If you simply say you like him, he'll probably misunderstand it as friendly affection. So..."

The Second Prince continued with a slightly thinned voice.

"I think Rahilt might be difficult to judge from an ordinary man's perspective..."

"Ha."

The humor was that I couldn't even refute it.

Rahilt must have mastered the principle of yielding to win. Even though he wasn't exactly putting up walls, I couldn't muster the courage to break through them. It felt like a battering ram bouncing off a soft cushion before it could break down the gate.

I sometimes wondered if he distrusted love due to trauma from being manipulated by Rashera. But looking back, Rahilt was deliberately obtuse even before remembering the original story.

In other words, this was undoubtedly Rahilt's natural disposition.

"My friend would surely have broken many women's hearts if he had grown up in a normal environment."

"It would be fortunate if he didn't get a reputation as a playboy in social circles."

"What about now?"


When I asked with curiosity, they both waved their hands as if they had rehearsed it.

"Oh, Serin. Just seeing how you throw yourself at him would intimidate most noble ladies."

"Only someone willing to risk their life for Rahilt would dare approach him. Just thinking about the incident in the kingdom still gives me chills."

"Hmph, well, that's true."

I'm proud of myself for being able to risk my life for my man. As they say, the brave win the beauty—in my case, I want to be brave and claim Rahilt.

For that, I need to return to my original concern...

"How should I confess... what should I do..."

As I was sighing deeply, Kanarin suddenly clapped her hands.

"Ah, Serin!"

"Yes?"

"What about a confession event?"

"Ugh."

I instinctively grimaced with revulsion.

A confession event? That used to be popular long ago. Things like arranging candles in a heart shape and giving rings or flowers as gifts.

Now it's just an outdated and burdensome custom.

Of course, more sophisticated events might be possible in modern society, but here...

As if reading my concerns, Kanarin tried to comfort me.

"Don't dismiss it right away. Think about it, Serin."

"About what?"

"Actually, I think it's too much too. Confession events can be burdensome. Especially if it happens in front of others—you'd die of embarrassment, right?"

"What...!"

"...Luca, why are you surprised?"

"No, um, it's nothing. Continue, Kanarin."

As expected of Kanarin. She's incredibly dense when it comes to her own affairs. She'd make a good match with Rahilt.

So she ignored the Second Prince's dismay and continued expressing her opinion.

"...But think about it. That's how we feel, but would people here feel the same way?"

"People here?"

"People often talk about the '80s as if it's ancient history, but it's not even 40 years ago, right? Compared to the '80s, what do you think the mindset of people here is like?"

"...In many ways, it's more conservative, not less."

"Exactly! So! Rahilt and Luca probably have even more outdated mindsets than the '80s. In other words, a confession event might actually be considered romantic."

Kanarin was throwing punches even with the Second Prince sitting right next to us. Thanks to her, the Second Prince was sinking spectacularly.

"Hmm..."

It's reasonable advice. Perhaps Rahilt's iron heart needs that kind of shock to break down his emotional walls and reach his true feelings.

As a woman in one-sided love, I was quite impressed.

"The more people around... the better, right?"

"Probably...? But hey, Serin."

"What else?"

"No, just... can you do it? In a place where everyone's watching?"

"...Hmm."

There are so many obstacles.

Besides my personal embarrassment, if I succeed and become Empress, Rahilt would become the Imperial Consort.

I don't like that.

I'd prefer to escape the pressure and just live happily together.

'Yes, I should become a Grand Duchess... a Grand Duchess.'

So, I'd prefer if Tesser became Emperor after all.

The groundwork I need to lay before confessing is quite complicated.

And so, my confession plan began to take proper shape.

Next Chapter"I can't believe this."

As soon as I woke up, I discovered something amazing. No wonder I had such pleasant dreams—I'd finally grasped the ways of the world.

"I need to hurry and marry Rahilt... or at least get engaged..."

That way, Rahilt would perfectly become my man, and I could legally pass the emperor's throne to Tesser.

Currently, my position was merely that of an imperial princess. Though infinitely close to being emperor, I hadn't officially been appointed as crown princess.

If Rahilt and I were to be united in my current position, I wouldn't become the Grand Duchy's bride rather than him becoming the imperial family's groom.

In other words, if I missed this opportunity, my future would change from Grand Duchess to Emperor.

I absolutely detested that idea. Since Rahilt didn't seem particularly interested in grand territories, living peacefully in a quiet land would be best.

"If I'm going to do this... I need to act quickly."

With determination, I checked my appearance several times, taking more care than usual. I groomed myself thoroughly enough that even Rahilt's superhuman eyesight wouldn't be able to see the diameter of my pores.

But despite setting off to school with such resolve...

It seems my determination was lacking.

Not enough to overcome the misfortune—bordering on reality manipulation—that would unfold today.

◇

Today, as always, I hung out with Senior Kanarin.

The Academy was divided into three main departments: Military, Administration, and Judiciary.

It wasn't some grand structure like the modern separation of powers. They were simply divided for convenience.

Since the Mansion of the Sorcerer handled all the engineering in this world, this much division was sufficient for the Academy.

So, having safely enrolled in the Administration department, we were watching the Military department's training, where they primarily cultivated knights, just for fun.

"You're watching quite intently?"

"Just emptying my mind with some vicarious satisfaction."

"Don't want to join in yourself?"

"I don't want to be the royal who crushes the dreams and hopes of aspiring warriors."

"Hmm, that's true."

Senior Kanarin quickly understood.

If I, with my innate physical advantages, joined the training, I'd only make others aware of the world's inequality. And the same applied to her, who was talking as if this had nothing to do with her.

"Why don't you go swing a spear yourself, Senior?"

"Come on, when the range is different, it's natural for swords to be at a disadvantage. Using a spear would be cheating."

"The excuses of a Korean college student..."

"...That's not it."

After that, our conversation naturally drifted to Rahilt as we spaced out.

"Actually, I was surprised? I thought for sure Rahilt would take a teaching position in the Military department. Unexpectedly, it was Administration."

"It's actually quite natural, you know?"

"Why?"

"I was a taekwondo athlete, and you intensively trained in spear techniques in this world... but Rahilt really didn't do anything. You saw his mental world when we were in the kingdom."

"Ah... that's right."

Father had said that Rahilt probably had never even experienced training once. Therefore, in terms of martial arts knowledge, he was no different from an ordinary person.

Born with dragon's blood and innate power capable of destroying the world, he probably never felt the need to learn.

In other words, he swings his fists wildly without any technique, but those swings are stronger than the impact of a 5-ton truck.

No wonder he was the captain of the knights but didn't even carry a sword.

'...Now that I think about it, I wonder if it's even right to call Rahilt a knight...?'

If that were allowed, wouldn't the military students over there revolt? I pondered this idle thought while smelling the iron scent from the training ground.

"Wow, it's fascinating. I'm actually seeing romance fantasy background knights doing squats and deadlifts."


"Of course, I spread all that."

"You're really something..."

"Hehe, it's an exercise with painful memories."

I still can't forget the evening when Rahilt condemned my squat posture as vulgar. Sometimes I'd wake up screaming from nightmares about it. If only I could confide in someone, it might be better, but who could I possibly tell about such crazy circumstances...

Still, I love you, my little kitten.

"But thinking about it again makes me angry."

"About what...?"

"Just something."

"You have a lot of secrets, Serin."

"Sigh..."

I felt a pang of guilt toward Senior Kanarin. At the same time, with the heat rising from the flashback of Rahilt's condemnation, I decided to give in to impulse.

"Now that I think about it, I'm pretty pissed off. Forget events or whatever, I'm going to go confess right now."

"W-what? Serin? No matter what, I don't think being so impulsive is a good idea..."

"Fine. I'll prepare at least a simple event. So, Senior, can I borrow the Second Prince for a bit?"

"If you get his permission..."

"Noted."

"Um... good luck."

Despite her words, there wasn't even a nail's worth of expectation in Senior Kanarin's voice. Just wait and see. If I grit my teeth and ignore it, I'll force my way in even if I have to open my mouth.

With that, I dashed out of the training ground.

◇

"...That's how it is."

"No, no, you're skipping too much."

The Second Prince couldn't hide his bewilderment and repeated what he'd heard to confirm.

"You're saying you're angry so you want to confess first, and you want me to cooperate? That's quite perplexing. I mean, wouldn't Kanarin be better at helping with this..."

"I need your magic, Second Prince."

"If it's large-scale magic, I don't think it's appropriate at the Academy..."

"No, it's nothing big. Just light some candles when I give you the signal."

"Ah, if that's all, I can certainly do it."

He added that it would be a profitable deal if he could witness Rahilt receiving a confession for such a small task.

"So where are the candles?"

"I placed them in the flower bed near the Academy's back gate. Public confessions are a bit intense, so I want to make my first confession somewhere private."

"Unless it's a proposal, people rarely consider a second confession..."

"...I can't help it. It's Rahilt."

"That's true, it's him after all..."

The Second Prince deeply agreed with my words.

In fact, for some time now, the Second Prince's gaze toward me had become closer to pity. He seemed to find it quite pitiful that I went through all that trouble in the kingdom but still couldn't win his heart.

Unfortunately... this was something I agreed with as well.

"Alright, let's do it. But even if it's near the back gate, can there really be a place where no one will notice? Given who he is..."

"Unless someone is deliberately looking, it's a corner where no one ever goes. Perfect for a confession."

"Hmm..."

The Second Prince fell into thought for a moment, then muttered in a weak voice.

"In my experience, places I find good are usually good for others too..."


"Just trust me on this. Come on, let's go. Let's practice first."

"Well... I'll follow without complaint."

How contradictory, considering he'd been full of complaints until now. Still, I was grateful for his willingness to cooperate.

"Whew..."

Thump, thump.

Even though this was just a practice run, my heart pounded as I imagined what I was about to do. It was both exciting and frightening to picture what expression Rahilt would make.

The worst case would be rejection. And not just any rejection.
The kind born from Rahilt's rock-bottom self-esteem: "Serin, you're too good for me. I'm sure someone like you could find someone much better than me. I'm sorry."

Not just polite words, but a rejection out of genuine consideration. That would truly be the worst.

'If that happens... I might just pounce on Rahilt right there.'

After all, he's not saying he dislikes me, so I could just take him by force. If a woman he considers far too honorable to accept a confession from is willing to pounce on him...

If things drift toward that pure love ending with children, I could safely land on the speeding Grand Duchess route.

'Yes, there are no gaps in this plan.'

Reaffirming my resolve, I walked toward a flower bed near the Academy's back gate.

The best private confession spot I had found.

When I stepped there, the scene that unfolded was...

"I-I like you, Lady Loren!"

"You... like me..."

A confession scene between people I didn't even know.

Well, that's fine so far. I can fully understand that someone else coincidentally chose the same spot.

The problem was what was at their feet.

Small flames burning beautifully in crimson, arranged in the shape of a heart.

Apparently, they had coincidentally discovered the confession spot and found the candles I had set up. They probably thought they were abandoned trash and decided to reuse them.

"These... damn thieves...?"

"It seems what looks appealing to me is indeed appealing to others as well."

The Second Prince added, watching my reaction.

"I predict this place will become increasingly popular by word of mouth..."

"I suppose so."

I had to agree. Because their faces were flushed with joy.

"...I'm so happy!"

"Ah...!"

The couple clasped hands. Then the man stepped out of the heart-shaped candle arrangement and gazed intently at his day-one lover.

Watching them, the Second Prince quietly waved his palm, creating a gentle breeze.

The flames went out naturally.

The new couple dismissed it as simple luck and continued on their fresh path.

Meanwhile, I stared at the stubby, melted candles.

"This is driving me crazy..."

At least clean up your trash before you leave... you inconsiderate fools...

This is why noble lords who never get their hands wet are problematic. They lack basic manners. They can't even dress themselves properly.

"Hah."

Fine, whatever.

"If we helped a couple get together... that's good enough... right."

I'll just do it somewhere else.

Next Chapter"After failing at a confession once, I had nothing to lose.

Once Rahilt became the target of my confession, I didn't expect it to be resolved with just one try. So my confession plan was established recklessly without needing to fully engage my brain.

I decided to give up on both Narin's help and the Second Prince's assistance. My conscience was too guilty to involve them in something with no guaranteed outcome.

Thus, I resolved to approach Rahilt alone.

Confession is a lonely thing.

The process of conveying one's feelings is a test of courage that doesn't fear getting hurt.

So I rushed to Rahilt as soon as he finished class and emerged into the Academy hallway.

"Riaaaaan!"

"...Serin?"

"I have something important to tell you..."

Rahilt stared at me with a bewildered expression.
Just as I was about to invite him directly.

"Professor! This part is difficult to understand!"

"Could you teach us a little more?"

"Today was so interesting too! Your face, and your face... Oh, Your Highness..."

Somehow, women who had specially transformed into idiots today began to hold Rahilt back. If it were truly pure academic desire, I'd have little to say, but these girls were staring intently at Rahilt's handsome face instead of their esteemed textbooks.

Still, I couldn't object.

I wasn't Rahilt's lover yet, and nominally, their clinginess was quite justified.

Of course, it would be difficult for the diligent professor Rahilt to refuse their requests.
If I were to scold them here, I would be nothing more than a power-abuser oppressing innocent students.

"...I apologize, Student Seriniel. Would it be alright if I hear your business later?"

Grind, gnash, crunch.

"Of... course...!"

Crunch, grind, crack!

I ground my teeth like a teething puppy. Feeling my teeth wearing down, my second confession attempt ended in vain.

But no way I'd give up.

I immediately launched into my third attempt.

This time, it was a public confession.

Since the Academy's main clientele are nobles, places as splendid as any mansion's grounds are common. For instance, the Academy's garden was modeled after the imperial palace, attracting numerous students.

A garden with spring flowers in full bloom.

There, ignoring the itchiness as if flower pollen was poking my nostrils, I filled my lungs with air.

My target was the second floor of the annex. The spot where the second-year high school class was located. Where Rahilt would soon take the podium.

"Haaah..."

I deployed my superhuman eyesight inherited from my father. Then I watched intently, hoping for Rahilt to enter the second-year high school classroom.

Three minutes passed. A little more, ten minutes. Much more invested, thirty minutes.

By the time I sensed something was wrong, it was far too late—when the second-year high school class was preparing for their next lecture.

"Rian didn't... come in?!"

What's this? Rahilt, the most diligent person in the empire, skipping class? This was truly earth-shattering news.

...I later heard there had been a schedule change. Thanks to that, the second-year high school class had a one-hour gap that became a self-study period.

The humor was that these noble children were diligently studying like K-high schoolers. I never knew the Academy had so many people with such academic fervor.


Because of this, I kept standing by, believing Rahilt would eventually enter.

"Achoo! Hack."

Oh geez, really inhaling that pollen. I chose this spot because it was perfect for spying on the second-year class and had a nice atmosphere, but at this rate my lungs would rot first.

"Huff... huff... it's fine. Actually, it's better this way. How embarrassed would Rian be to receive a confession during lecture time."

Yes, let's consider it divine providence. Perhaps Rahilt, caught in an awkward situation, might have rejected my confession.

Treating it as a stroke of luck actually makes me more motivated. In that case, I'll go for the third try.

"Phew... huff..."

As time passed and passed, eventually well past lunchtime.

Surprisingly, I had already failed my seventh confession attempt. The lucky seventh confession.

Still, remembering the saying that what matters is an unbroken spirit, I calmly watched for the next opportunity.

"Ah...!"

Just then, as I was wandering outside, I saw Rahilt entering his professor's office. It seems this time was a gap in Rahilt's lecture schedule. How could he sit with such a straight back even during precious break time? Rahilt must surely be loved by the fairy of spines.

For reference, I had a class next but skipped it due to my troubled mind. It's customary for K-university students to skip out once or twice. Of course, a princess who stands out everywhere couldn't skip out, but still.

In a word, unauthorized absence. This was my determination.

"Phew... huuuff..."

The boring lecture time was abandoned, and the time to convey my feelings approached. And so, as I once again pushed air into my lungs, the world says:

No, it says.

"Riaaaaaaaan!!!"

Rumble... boom!

Unfortunately, the moment I shouted, the sky raged. The dark clouds that had gathered suddenly repaid my misbehavior by beating their bodies.

Boom... rumble rumble rumble...!!!

"Riaaaaan!!!"

What crazy thunder.

How does it know exactly when I'm about to shout and strike like a ghost?

Well, fine.

Once is nothing, twice is necessary. Sure.

Surely there won't be a third time.

As I desperately prayed and tried to take another breath.

Drip, drip.

Cold water droplets fell from the sky. And the lightly falling droplets quickly increased in density and poured down.

The sound of sudden downpour, like a squall, easily overcomes human power. Sometimes in fiction, there are scenes of communicating through heavy rain, but fiction is fiction.

In real downpour, you truly can't hear anything.

"Riaaaaaaaan!!!"

I was experiencing this firsthand. Because at that time, I had no idea.

"Riaan...... huff, huff... this is crazy..."

Boom...!

"What the hell kind of boom is this..."

Later, I would learn much later that this rain was directly caused by Rahilt.

[Ah, you mean that time. The gardener said the Academy had been dry lately, so I made it rain.]
[...What if someone had been outside?]

[That's impossible. I believe there are no delinquent boys or girls wandering around the Academy during lecture hours.]
[Ah... I see...]
[Even if there were, it would be an appropriate punishment for breaking the rules. Of course, Serin would never do such a thing.]
[Of... course... that's... right...]

Grind, gnash, crunch!

The world seems to hate me.

It feels like it's forcibly blocking my path to happiness, even trying to crush me now that I'm trying to face everything head-on.

I'm starting to wonder what more I need to do here to make a confession possible.

It's chilling.

The chill running down my spine pierces me like a dagger.

"Ugh... sheesh..."

Come to think of it, of course it's chilling. Being this soaking wet, dripping water onto the floor...

Afterward, I had to wander the Academy like a ghost until I rejoined Narin and the Second Prince, wringing water from my uniform.

◇

Whoooosh!

The Second Prince's wind magic envelops my entire body. The swirling warm breeze dries my body, soon restoring a fluffy texture.

Meanwhile, I, overcome with exhaustion, sat down on the lounge sofa and sighed softly.

"Haah... haah... phew..."

My breath, filled with deep resentment, settled on the floor. Narin slightly lifted her feet as if frost had formed where my breath landed. In that awkward silence, I spoke first.

"Huff... huff... there's no way confession should be this shitty..."

"Oh no... Serin has finally gone mad."

"After missing eight times, it's no wonder..."

The two gasped at the profanity I finally uttered. The courtesy I had maintained, at least on the surface, was peeling away layer by layer.

"This, this doesn't make sense... If I approach directly, other ladies interfere, and when I finally try to confess one-sidedly outside, his class gets canceled, and then thunder and downpour overlap..."

I feel like my mind is already being pushed to its limits by these excessive coincidences.

"From the beginning, no one was standing in the female lead's position... neither Narin nor me..."

"Hmm...? Suddenly me too...?"

"It's too hard to endure this world's oppression, so from now on I'll take the position of the defeated heroine..."

"No no, that's not it, Serin...!!!"

"Rian is for those who cannot live without clinging to him..."

"That's you!"

Hehe. Really, I'm going crazy.

No, perhaps I've already gone crazy.

Now is not the time to worry about events or whatever. It would be a miracle just to normally convey that I like him.

But how on earth.

How do I resist my fate where not only do our paths cross when I make up my mind, but natural disasters occur too?

If I send a letter, it will get lost, and if I send someone, they might get struck by lightning on the way. Somehow I had that certainty.

"What... am I fighting against?"

It's harder than the great incident of the Carnar Kingdom.

At least, that's how I sincerely evaluated it.

Next Chapter"How can a year's worth of bad luck be concentrated in one day? Is this right?"

"Usually... it's impossible."

"Unless Her Highness the Princess served time in prison in her past life..."

"I was just an ordinary citizen with a strong sense of law-abiding... well, not particularly strong."

Even when I got hit by the reincarnation truck, I was crossing at a clear green light. Rather, it was a lawless road user who personally ended my previous life, which is truly maddening.

"Could it be something like the original work's compulsory force? Something like that?"

"That can't be possible..."

"Sigh... life is hard."

Well, given that my mother-in-law personally confirmed this is a real world without any "original work," what force or whatever else could there be? It was reasonable to consider this purely my own bad luck.

"Hmm, should I pretend to be crazy and deliver the message for you?"

"Are you confident you can dodge lightning on your way?"

"Even if I regain my status window, I can't dodge that..."

"So don't do it. For your sister's sake too."

"This is serious... in many ways."

I was genuinely anxious. I had a strong intuition that if I actually had someone confess on my behalf, they would get severely struck down.

Above all... no matter how low I had fallen, I didn't want to have someone confess for me. After all, it's proper to convey feelings personally.

"It feels like it's been over three months since I've had a proper conversation with Rian."

"Certainly... somehow Serin seems to have gotten thinner. The child is going to waste away."

"Not even able to have a proper conversation... what is this... damn..."

No matter how I look at it, I can't stop thinking that Rahilt is the bad guy here. Even if I tried my best to avoid him, we shouldn't be missing each other this badly. It's as if the gears of fate have been twisted.

Still, I can't give up.

Who am I?

'I'm a woman who lives and breathes with the sole determination to marry Rian.'

It would be a waste of all these years if my resolve broke over such a small failure. My dreams and hopes are just within reach—how could I sink into despair now?

"Phew... alright. It's fine."

I clenched both fists. Then I stood up straight, putting strength in my knees. Additionally, I carefully examined the remaining opportunities and set up today's plan.

"I can't lose in this kind of battle."

I will definitely tease Rahilt legally.
I will make him show expressions that only I know and roll around together with him.
The only path for him to walk is the red carpet of the wedding venue that I've secured.

"I will... definitely get Rian in my hands, day and night."

"I can understand the day part, but how would you know about the night...?"

"How much of a beast could our rabbit-like Rian possibly be?"

"From my perspective, Rahilt is quite the proper type..."

"Hey, no slander allowed, Second Prince."

"..."

The Second Prince promptly closed his mouth at my rebuke.

I know Rahilt better since I've been watching him longer. Having seen his well-sculpted pectoral muscles, the only thing I don't know about Rahilt is his bare lower body.

I could practically roll Rahilt around in my mouth.

...... Those days when I had such delusions occasionally resurface as embarrassing dark history.

"For now, I'll wait at the Academy's 'main gate' to match the time when Rian finishes."



◇



The moment I felt that Serin was acting strange today was when she suddenly called out to me.

At the time, I was busy answering additional questions from students, and Serin glanced at me bitterly before quietly disappearing. And that unclear image remained as a strange thirst that tormented me until now, when the Academy's daily routine was almost over.

'What did Serin want to say?'

If it were the same as usual, it would just be ordinary small talk.

Serin was clever and proactive, never showing me her troubled feelings. Despite being a professor, I hadn't even had a single conversation under the pretext of counseling. The fact that such a Serin had disappeared with a momentarily gloomy look made me concerned even if I didn't want to be.

'It would be better to visit her later.'


By now, Serin's day would be over too, and she would be returning to the imperial palace. After all, since professors and students have different schedules, our paths don't always overlap. And today shouldn't be much different.

Besides, I happened to have something to give to the security guard at the back gate. Therefore, I planned to leave through the back gate today, so we were even less likely to meet.

I packed my minimal belongings and was just leaving my private room.

"Brother Rahit!"

At that moment, a small child came running from far away. Her white skin, invaded by the sunset, looked somehow funny, and I smiled slightly as I called her name.

"Eshtiel."

"Hello hello, brother."

"Where did you learn that way of speaking?"

"This is, you know, the trendy way of greeting these days."

"You'll ruin all the etiquette you've learned, Eshtiel."

"Heeng."

Whenever I corrected Eshtiel's behavior, she invariably showed pitiful disappointment. The history of discovering that this was an act is not very long.

If I hadn't known the truth that Eshtiel receives candy as tribute, I would still be fooled by the mask Eshtiel wears.

"Then from now on, I'm the etiquette keeper."

"That's good."

"They said good children get rewards."

"Rewards?"

"Yep."

"Alright, let's hear what it is."

I can clearly anticipate what reward Eshtiel wants. Still, to prepare for any possible error, I patiently waited for her answer.

"Umm... candy!"

Just as I expected.

"... in a huuuuge jar full of them!"

"... Your scale has grown."

You've grown into a body that can no longer be satisfied with just one or two hard candies, Eshtiel. I'm terribly afraid of the vicious cycle of dental health you'll experience later.

"If you cry later when getting your teeth pulled, I won't be able to comfort you."

"It's okay, I'm a grown-up so I won't cry!"

"Hmm. Really?"

This kid, boldly making statements she can't take responsibility for. I could vividly see that Eshtiel would change her attitude as easily as flipping her palm.

"A jar full of candy..."

Apart from concerns about Eshtiel's health, it seemed fine to buy it for her once.

I've learned that strictly suppressing childhood desires is not always the best approach.

As someone whose childhood desires were merely spinning pinwheels, it was difficult to empathize, but I could bring it into the realm of understanding.

Therefore, it wouldn't be bad to occasionally grant Eshtiel's wishes. And if she eats too much and gets sick of it, that would be the best outcome.

"Let's see."

Still, rather than declaring I'd buy it for free, it would be more appropriate to give it as a reward.

So I gave Eshtiel an errand.

"Eshtiel."

"Yes, Brother Rahit."

"Do you see this?"

"A key?"

"That's right. It's a storage key."

I firmly placed the gilded key in Eshtiel's tiny hand.

"Could you deliver this to the guards at the back gate? If you say I sent you on an errand, they'll understand."

"Like that?"

"Yes."

"..."

"..."


Eshtiel didn't leave immediately but stared at me intently. Only then did I realize that I had forgotten about the reward.

"... If you do well, I'll buy you a candy jar."

"Really?"

"Have you ever seen me lie?"

"Well, I don't think so..."

"Right?"

"But since Brother Rahit is offering to buy it, I can't believe it."

"Is that so? Can't be helped then."

I pretended to take back the storage key from Eshtiel.

"I'll deliver it myself and not give any reward."

"No! No! It's mine!"

Only then did the kid protect the storage key like her treasure, as if she had suddenly come to her senses.

"You'll really buy it for me?"

"Yes. Of course."

"Really really."

"I said so."

"Okay. I actually trust you, brother."

As if.

Swallowing the last words with desperate resolve, I watched Eshtiel trotting toward the back gate. After completing the errand like that, some of the Pinwheel Knights would soon come out to escort her.

Now there was no reason to leave through the back gate.

I walked toward the twilight that was squeezing out yellow light as if struggling.

As I gazed at the sun that seemed to be emitting its presence as if not wanting to sink, Serin's existence invaded my consciousness again. I must have been curious about her circumstances, which were so different from usual.

'Should I meet her even now?'

If I decided to run, I could enter the imperial palace in an instant. Since I was faster than a warhorse to begin with, there was nowhere I couldn't go within the system if I wanted to.

It was when such internal conflict was intensifying.

As I was walking, the Academy's main gate came into my view from afar.

There was a figure that seemed awkward to still be there, casting a long shadow.

Almost everyone who owned a mansion within the system would have left by this time, so the figure of a woman with her back to the twilight at this hour was unfamiliar, making me blink several times.

"Serin? Could it be you, Serin?"

When I asked while narrowing the distance, she smiled faintly.

"Yes, it's me, Rian."

"I didn't expect you to still be here."

"I remember staying late quite often?"

"It's been very rare lately."

At that moment, I realized that my response had a sharp edge to it.

Fortunately, Serin didn't seem to notice that subtle difference.

"I'll try to make more effort from now on."

"... I didn't mean to reproach you."

"Who said anything? Seeing you feel guilty on your own, could it be..."

"No, no."

"What's not?"

"... What's not is not."

"Hmm..."

As I was fumbling around, Serin raised the corners of her mouth leisurely.

"Well, let's say it's like that. Actually, I'm in quite a good mood right now."

"Did something good happen?"

"Hmm..."

She answered casually.

"Let's just say luck finally came my way at the very last moment?"

Next ChapterSerin smiled brightly as we unexpectedly met. Her smile, like a fresh spring flower in bloom, was adorned by the twilight glow. That seemingly innocent smile had something transcendent about it.

"Rahilt wouldn't know. How much I've struggled all this time."

Serin grumbled. However, given that she'd been avoiding me lately, there was a limit to how much I could sympathize with her complaints.

"The person who didn't give me a chance to know was none other than you, Serin."

"What? Me?"

"I misspoke."

I hastily corrected my reflexive complaint. It wasn't right to express my disappointment when I had no proof that Serin was deliberately avoiding me.

"I don't think so. I've never seen Rahilt misspeak before."

"That's not... necessarily true."

"You're so modest. How much more perfect are you trying to become?"

"... Please don't tease me, Serin."

Serin is skilled at drawing people into her pace. After just a bit of conversation, I'd find myself dancing to her tune. It didn't feel bad at all, which sometimes made me question myself.

She looked me straight in the eyes.

"If you don't like being teased, just say so. Don't I know you, Rahilt? We've known each other for quite some time now."

"That's... true."

I was suddenly reminded of Serin's past, when she was brought to us bound by a mercenary underling. I remembered how this usually confident woman trembled, acutely aware of the threat to her life. The deadly poison developed by the Ruat Marquis family was truly formidable.

Back then, I expected my connection with Serin would end within ten days.

I would do my best to clean up my subordinate's wrongdoing, and Serin would return to the imperial palace as soon as possible. That was the extent of our intertwined interests at the beginning.

'It was simple curiosity...'

What kind of person would a girl raised in the brilliant palace that her birth parents couldn't let go of be? I was just curious about that, so I volunteered to be her guard myself. I could have assigned a suitable subordinate.

But I never expected that decision would lead to this outcome. As if bound by the chains of fate, we ended up encountering each other frequently.

'A miracle... yes, I could call it a miracle.'

It's a miracle that I formed a connection with someone as remarkable as Serin.
It's a miracle that we weathered tumultuous days together.
It's a miracle that we met in the first place, in whatever form.

Realizing that the world has beautiful colors is also a miracle. And even coming to love this harmonious world is a miracle brought by Serin.

Everything related to her was a miracle.

In my childhood when I longed for a pinwheel, my world was all black and white, making it difficult to distinguish the colors of objects. Rodrick and Eshtiel breathed faint pigments into my world. And now, as time has passed, Serin has painted it with vivid, beautiful colors.

She taught me the charm of a night sky with falling stars, and that someone's figure walking through a meadow could be beautiful.

She tore apart the lineage heading toward destruction and gave me a new future.

Now it was hard to imagine daily life without Serin.

Perhaps that's why I dared to feel disappointed about the reality that Serin had been unilaterally avoiding me lately.

"Hey, Rahilt."

"Yes, what is it?"

"Are you really not going to tell me? Why your lips are pouting like a mountain."

"..."

"Now you're completely tucking your lips in? Is that how you use that handsome face? Do you think I'll fall for that?"

I understood her frustration. Still, I couldn't easily open my mouth. Voicing my complaints without justification would only make her uncomfortable.

"Goodness. Rahilt, do you know something?"

"What... are you referring to?"

"Right now, you're acting just like a romance novel male lead."

"Is that... alcohol?"

Surely "male lead" was the name of an alcohol that Serin liked. However, Serin's furrowed eyebrows directly contradicted my knowledge.

"... Not that kind of male lead, but anyway."

She composed herself and spoke.

"Romance novel protagonists, regardless of whether they're male or female leads, are terrible at communication. Then misunderstandings pile up, they run away, families fall apart, society crumbles—all because they just keep their mouths shut. Wow, what an achievement, right?"

"I-is that so? That is impressive, as you say."

"Oh come on, it's not impressive at all!!!"

Serin sharply rebuked me, who understood less than half of what she was saying.

"I'm talking about you. Are you trying to start a new regret-filled romance novel with me just because the genre changed? But actually, I think I might be the one with regrets. It's all because I'm in the weaker position, sigh."

"I-I'm sorry..."

I automatically apologized, overwhelmed by her momentum. But Serin's voice only continued to rise.

"If you're sorry, then let's be open with each other! Haven't I known you longer than the Second Prince? Aren't we quite close? Are we still not at a point where we can listen to each other's concerns?"

"N-no, that's not it. I mean... Serin's opinion is... very valid."

"Then!!! Just!!! Speak!!! Your!!! Mind!!! You frustrating Rahilt!!!"

Huff, huff.


Serin took deep breaths. She seemed to have reached her lung capacity limit from ranting at me.

To think she could get physically exhausted. My sin was great.

"...... What could be so embarrassing and shameful that you're acting like this?"

"It is embarrassing and shameful... but I kept it buried because I thought sharing it might be disrespectful."

"So, are you now willing to dig up what you buried?"

"... Yes. That's my intention."

"You've made a very good decision."

Finally, she smiled brightly. Indeed, Serin was always someone whose emotions were vividly displayed.

I moved my lips several times before confessing my true feelings to this honest Serin.

"...... I was very anxious."

"Anxious? Why suddenly..."

As Serin pressed, I felt my face flush. Looking back, the reason seemed too trivial and foolish.

But since I had already mentioned it, the conversation proceeded inevitably.

"Recently, I had the feeling that Serin was intentionally avoiding me."

"...... Ah."

"I couldn't guess why. I only inferred that the fault must lie with me. Though I've recently received excessive favor, the truth is that I'm a person busy hiding my flawed inner self."

"..."

"So I didn't know what to fix or how, and I became a little scared."

What if she had grown tired and left?
What if the friendship we had built had become burdensome?

Numerous assumptions constantly crossed my mind.

"If I was bad enough for Serin, who had thought well of me, to leave... then perhaps the next to leave might be Rodrick or..."

...

......

"...... Eshtiel. I was gripped by such anxiety."

After those words, we were silent for a while. She might have been wondering if my confession would continue.

"That's all."

That's why I deliberately ended my words explicitly, turning my gaze downward diagonally so I couldn't see Serin's face.

I was afraid of what she might say next.

She might dismiss my concerns as gloomy. Even if she didn't express it verbally, there was plenty of room for disappointment. That's why I didn't want to look directly at Serin.

"... Ha."

A sigh.

When that low breath lingered in my ear, I was startled by the sensation of my heart dropping.

The worst-case scenario already flashed through my mind. It felt like the ground beneath me was sinking.

Due to my uselessly powerful imagination pushing me, I reflexively tried to apologize.

"I've been rude, I've committed a..."

"What are you trying to do?"

Too late.

Her voice, seemingly devoid of emotion, had already completed the sentence.

My body flinched.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

"Haah..."

As her sigh dissipated into the air once more.

"Really... how can you be worse at this than even a mediocre romance novel male lead..."

A warm sensation settled on my cheek. Surprised by that warmth, my gaze unconsciously captured Serin, who was smiling bitterly as if pitying me.

"No, how far do you bury yourself in negative imagination over something like that? I know I'm the same, but Tiel is too much. But since this is my fault, I can't even get angry or raise my voice..."

"It's not... Serin's fault."

"Even in this situation, you're defending me... that's so like you..."

"..."

As I closed my mouth, Serin opened hers instead.

"Of course you can be curious. You have every right to ask. Our relationship is at least that close. I'd be hurt if you weren't curious."

"I... see."

"And yes, I did avoid Rahilt."

"...... I... see."

"But that doesn't mean you should keep digging yourself deeper."

Serin seemed about to say something more but bit her lip. After appearing to be in deep thought, she spoke again.


"I wanted to tell you in a more atmospheric place, in a more impressive way, but this is difficult. This is my first time too, so I'm clumsy, and my luck is terribly bad... my patience is reaching its limit."

"What... are you talking about..."

"What else could it be?"

As she answered nonchalantly.

"I'm saying I like you."

Serin wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me tightly.

"In case you didn't understand, I'll express it properly."

Her blue eyes reflected me with a burning intensity.

"I, love, Rahilt, very very much."

For a moment, my breath stopped. As if reading my inner thoughts checking for any other meaning, she drove the point home perfectly.

"For reference, it's not the affection of family or friends, but the love used between spouses."

"..."

It didn't make sense.

It seemed unreal that this miracle that suddenly appeared one day was confessing love to me.

Serin was such a close yet distant person that it was difficult to accept her confession even after hearing it.

"That can't... be."

It would be an insulting lie to dismiss this as a moment I've never desired. I have secretly wished for Serin to stay by my side.

But I couldn't muster the courage.

Then and now, I... wasn't worthy of standing beside her.

So my lips moved on their own, suppressing my desire.

"I'm sorry. Serin... deserves to be with someone better than me..."

"Good grief, how can your lines be exactly as I imagined?"

She cut me off.

"Mmph...!?"

By the time I realized it, she had already pressed down on the nape of my neck with powerful strength.

My center of gravity suddenly tilted forward.

Our faces drew closer.

Serin's features came into sharp focus.

And then.

Our lips met softly, gently sharing body heat.

When the gap between us slightly widened, I froze, trembling at the lingering surreal sensation.

"Like this... I, I... dare not..."

"Yes, well. It's not like I've only seen Rahilt once or twice."

"How..."

"Did I think you'd understand with just one time?"

Serin let out a faint sneer and pounced like a wolf cornering its prey. And like savoring her captured prey, she slightly bit and licked my upper lip.

Following that slightly stinging moment, a smooth predator invaded through the gap between my parted lips, wildly teasing my insides.

I surrendered myself to a dreaminess I had never experienced before.

"... Whoa."

"Haah..."

Afterward.

After fully unleashing her greedy affection on me, Serin barely took a step back.

Her figure, slightly licking her lips as if regretful, was unbearably seductive.

Soon she moved her wet lips.

"I've lost my innocence to Rahilt like this."

"..."

"Now I have no other choice. Right?"

"..."

"You'll take responsibility, won't you?"

Her curved eyes and lips were forcing a single answer.

Rendered helpless by a single surprise attack, I answered as if entranced.

"...... Yes."

As I said this, I brought my hand to my lips, which still retained the moist sensation.

It was my first experience.

Next Chapter# A Bright Afternoon at the Imperial Palace

It was a bright afternoon at the imperial palace.

In the audience chamber, which had become considerably more modest compared to the days of the deposed emperor, I was having a private audience with the Emperor and Empress—Serin's parents. The two looked at me with faces full of anticipation. They seemed quite interested in the subject I had requested to discuss.

"So?" the Emperor prompted, pressing for the topic at hand. "I hear you've decided on the territory you wish to receive."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

"I'm curious. I still vividly remember the day you firmly declined."

"I felt the need to reconsider my stubbornness."

"Hmm."

He asked, "Let's hear it, then."

With the Emperor's permission, I steeled my resolve and made my request confidently.

"I would like to inherit the former Grand Duchy in the north, exactly as it was."

"Oh my."

The Emperor gasped.

His reaction was understandable, as the territory I was requesting was none other than the Grand Duchy of Literion, which the Emperor himself had once ruled. The forces that overthrew the deposed emperor had originated from there, and it was also where the historic marriage contract with the Empress had been established.

It was inevitable that he would question me.

"Why that place specifically? Speaking as the former lord of that land—though I hesitate to say it—I honestly can't sugarcoat it as a good choice, even if my mouth were to tear at the corners."

"I'm well aware."

The Grand Duchy of Literion was extremely barren.

Despite being part of the empire, it had surprisingly low temperatures, as if it were a foreign country far away. The ground was parched, always requiring supplies from the central regions.

That wasn't all.

Beyond the northern border stretched endless unexplored lands, from which numerous magical beasts periodically threatened the security of the north.

In short, it was the worst possible land, unsuitable even for territorial expansion.

That's why Emperor Harum Literion was strong.

Having shouldered the harsh northern environment since childhood, he had ultimately grown into a warrior who transcended human limitations.

Given this, it was only natural for the Emperor to try to dissuade me from my decision.

Nevertheless, my resolve remained unchanged. So I slowly explained my reasons.

"I have two reasons."

"I'm listening."

"First, it's the land that needs me the most."

"Hmm...!"

Even with that brief statement, the Emperor seemed to immediately understand what I meant.

The Dragon's Authority to manipulate weather. Using it, I could potentially transform the northern environment itself. It would open a path to completely save the people suffering from the geography.

Moreover, I could drive away the magical beasts from the unexplored lands and contribute to territorial expansion.

After listening carefully to my explanation, the Emperor urged me to continue.

"Go on."

"Second, there are two people close to me who like such a place."

"Two people...?"

"Yes. Of course, you wouldn't know this, but... Eshtiel greatly admires the Northern Grand Duke."

"Haha, ahem..."

The Northern Grand Duke that Eshtiel would know could only be the man before me—Emperor Harum Literion. Pleased by the unexpected compliment, his eyes softened.

"If I become the next Northern Grand Duke, I believe Eshtiel will be pleased as well."

"Your brotherly affection is truly admirable."

"You flatter me."

"Then, who is the other person?"

It was a light question, given the warmly primed atmosphere. But I swallowed hard at this seemingly casual inquiry.

I felt the critical need to choose my words with utmost care.

"That is..."

I steadied my breath.

Keeping my voice as calm as possible, I met their eyes—the eyes of those with whom I would need to be deeply connected for a long time to come.

Finally, having prepared myself, I spoke.

"Princess Serin... Her Highness Seriniel."

"Huh?"

"What is this...?"

The royal couple reflexively expressed their confusion aloud.

Of course they would.

They had no way of knowing why she would like a place she had never even visited.

...Even I didn't know until I heard Serin's unconditional agreement.

["What, the former Grand Duchy of Literion? That's such a wonderful idea!"]
["...Y-yes?"]
["It's an environment where we can be isolated and cozy together, away from central politics. It's perfect!"]
["B-but what about the cultural amenities... the cold... it will be difficult for you to adapt."]
["Your face is all the cultural amenity I need. And I can adapt to the cold with Rian's body heat. Besides, inheriting your parents' newlywed home isn't bad either."]

Above all, she had asked if I thought she had the kind of body that would succumb to the northern environment.

When she proudly thrust out her chest, I found myself nodding in agreement.

If the environment is harsh, I can change it. With time, the north could achieve a considerable level of development quickly.

These were the reasons that firmly supported my decision.


"I will save as many people as my parents' sins have affected, and never shirk my responsibilities. So I ask for your trust."

"No, that's..."

"It doesn't matter either way..."

"Pardon?"

When I asked for clarification, the Empress composed herself and said:

"You have no sin to begin with, so there's no responsibility for it either. There's no such thing as sin one carries from birth."

"..."

"It's just... well, we're curious about how Seriniel's fondness for that place influenced your choice."

"...I understand."

How should I phrase this to properly convey my intentions? Originally, I couldn't reveal the reason to protect her honor, even if my mouth were to tear.

But now, in this audience chamber, there were only three people present: myself and Serin's two parents.

Only the two people who should know everything about Serin were having this private audience with me.

So, after much hesitation, I finally spoke.

"I... I took Serin's purity."

Therefore, we need a home.

"What madness is this?!"

The Emperor instantly flew into a rage while the Empress lost her composure, her mouth hanging open in shock.

Instinctively, I summoned a fog.

It didn't take long for news of the imperial palace being turned upside down to spread throughout the empire.

I managed to escape and survive by enveloping the entire palace in dark mist.

◇

"Ahaha, puhahahahaha!!!"

"Stop. Please stop laughing, Serin."

"Kup, ha... ah... I can't believe this."

"I was being serious..."

Despite my gloomy complaint, Serin showed no signs of containing her laughter.

We were sitting on the grass, leaning against a large tree trunk. If there had been no tree to lean on, Serin would have been rolling around holding her stomach, ruining her clothes.

For the first time, I found Serin annoying.

"Whew... hoo... haa... No, how could you possibly say it like that..."

"D-didn't you say it that way, Serin?!"

"My goodness, our innocent Rian. Even so, to believe that a kiss could take someone's purity... your naivety is too much."

"I...!!! I know that... um, taking one's purity generally refers to intimate relations between a man and woman..."

"And you knew this yet still said that?"

"Depending on one's values... even a kiss could be considered strict purity. And since you said it that way... I thought you naturally considered it as such."

"Well, that's not wrong. I would be terribly disappointed if you had kissed someone else before."

"I swear I have no such experience. Even with Rashera, I never did anything beyond holding hands."

"Ugh, that bi—"

...

......

Serin hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"Don't even mention that bitch. Honestly, I don't even like that you held her hand."

"W-what could I do... There's bound to be contact when dancing or escorting someone."

"Hmph..."

Despite my hasty excuse, Serin still seemed displeased. Seeing her reaction, I countered:

"What about you, Serin? Have you never held hands with anyone?"

"Ugh..."

On this point, Serin seemed to have no retort.

As a princess, how many events had she hosted, how many banquets had she attended?

Surely she had danced with and been escorted by many people.

"I-I had no personal feelings!"

"..."

"...I'm sorry. Truly. I just stepped on a landmine. Should I go bang my head against that tree and collapse right now?"

"...It's... fine. It's an undeniable truth that I was foolish."

"No. I was wrong. Please don't blame yourself..."

Rashera was a thorny woman in many ways.

She became a thorn that hurt both Serin and me, wounding us with every touch.

But it's alright now.

Because the person who licks the wounds and applies medicine is looking at me with a face full of guilt.

So, I decided to tease her a little as a small revenge.

"It's painful when hurtful memories resurface."

"Ugh... my mouth ran away with me... I'll make it up to you without complaint."

Now this was a welcome statement. I had intended to play a small prank, but Serin had laid the groundwork herself.

I seized upon her setup.

"Make it up?"


"Yes."

"Without complaint."

"...I will."

"I've received your clear commitment."

"W-wait, could you at least tell me in advance how difficult it will be... mmph...?!"

Serin's urgent words were cut off, and the unfinished sentence slipped back down her throat.

"...Haa."

"Mmph..."

Lips suddenly pressed together. And a tongue exploring the other's intimate place.

I devoted myself to the kiss like an unbridled colt. While feeling the sensation of our tongues intertwining like mating snakes, I stole glances at Serin's flushed face.

Her face, reddened with surprise and excitement from the unexpected kiss, was captivating.

A strange feeling.

It felt like I had awakened to a pleasure I shouldn't know.

"Phew..."

"Hnngh...!"

As our sealed lips parted, our saliva stretched between us like fine silk. Worried it might soil Serin's clothes, I quickly sucked on her lips once more.

Frozen by the unexpected aftermath, Serin couldn't utter a word.

"Why... why..."

Serin's lips moved while she remained completely frozen.

After organizing her thoughts, she finally managed a short, cute question.

"Why... are you so good at this...?"

"I wonder. Without objective evaluation metrics, it's difficult to judge."

"What is this... Ah, never mind... Male leads in romance fantasy novels are all like that. They claim to be good at anything physical."

"I don't know what you're talking about, but I'm sure Serin is just as good at physical things."

"...I'll just stop talking."

Serin, after getting worked up on her own, firmly closed her mouth.

Though she buried her face deeply in her knees, she couldn't hide her reddened ears.

Seeing her shy demeanor, I felt the urge to kiss her again. The strange sensation I had discovered carried a strong addictiveness.

Still, I resolved to exercise patience for now.

We would have plenty of time ahead.

"...I'll get revenge."

"Serin?"

Revenge, huh.

With her face burning hot, how formidable could her revenge possibly be?

I was actually looking forward to it.

That is, until I saw where Serin's eyes were directed.

"Sister Narin! Second Prince! Tiel! Tesser!"

"W-what...! Serin...?!"

"Guess what Rian told our parents todaaay!!!"

"Serin...?"

"I have a bad feeling about this..."

"I've never seen my sister with such a terrifying expression."

Indeed, Serin's impulsive action seemed disastrous for everyone.

"No, no, Serin...!!!!"

I hadn't realized the appointed time for everyone to gather was already approaching.

Eshtiel with his innocent face.
Tesser, Serin's younger brother.
My friend, Second Prince Luca.
Kanarin, Serin's close noble friend.

With this nightmare-worthy group assembled, I desperately rushed to grab Serin, gasping in shock.

A cry like a battle shout filled the blue sky.

The sky, having shed its color of tragic love, was the hue of aquamarine.

It was the color of a certain child's eyes, often compared to terrible desire.

"If you go any further... I-I'll make it rain! A lot...!!!"

Perhaps it was the color of a hopeful sky, just before turning dark.

"As if anyone would believe that! Our Tiel would get soaked too!"

"Don't listen, Eshtiel!"

"If I cover my ears, will you buy me a jar of candy?"

"...!"

I hesitated momentarily at Eshtiel's outrageous demand.

And as always, a moment's hesitation leaves me with regret.

My mind grew distant.

Faced with this enormous trial, I looked up at the bright blue sky and sought hope.

I wished that I could properly overcome this overwhelming daily life.

And that the future ahead would bless us.

I made my wish with sincere hope.

Next Chapter"About 7 years have passed since those tumultuous days.

During that not-so-brief period, numerous events both big and small had transpired, among which the most notable was undoubtedly the wedding of Rahilt and Serin. The couple, who seemed to have existed solely to become one, united amidst brilliant blessings.

As a result, the Grand Duchy of Literion—now transformed into the Grand Duchy of Elhader—had become prosperous thanks to the Dragon's Authority. Not only that, but they had even reached the point of exporting food beyond the northern region.

Eshtiel, who had grown into a 16-year-old girl, was proud of her brother.

Unlike Rahilt and Serin who remained in the Grand Duchy, Eshtiel stayed in the capital, enjoying leisurely days. Normally, it would have been difficult to spend such carefree time under Rodrick's watchful eye, but unfortunately, he had become the husband of Baroness Raden and now resided in the Raden Barony.

Thus, Eshtiel was free but somehow experiencing monotonous days.

"Tesha, I'm bored."

Eshtiel looked askance at the robust woman from her chair.

Knight Tesha, who had been dismissed by her lord, had changed professions to become a maid serving Eshtiel.

"You should not have quit the Academy, my lady."

"But it's no fun. Without brother Rahilt, sister Serin, brother Luca, or sister Kanarin..."

And brother Tesser had long since returned to the imperial palace...
Eshtiel swallowed the rest of her words.

"Would you like to go get fitted for some dresses?"

Tesha asked as a desperate measure. However, Eshtiel was particular and shook her head.

"I already have too many."

Eshtiel stared blankly at the ceiling. The decorative engravings of leaves and stems remained motionless, making even that tedious.

"Ugh. It's so unfair! I'm the only one who's bored. I'm almost tempted to study more."

"Well... I can't say I don't understand how you feel."

Since escaping her life as the outcast at the washing place, Eshtiel had always lived surrounded by people.

Rahilt, who was strict but indulged all her whims, and Rodrick, who was even stricter with a sharp tongue. Furthermore, there were Luca and Kanarin whom she met in the Carnar Kingdom. Every moment with them was novel, leaving no room for boredom.

But they had all returned to where they belonged.

In that sense, Eshtiel's life was unprecedentedly peaceful, but also lonely.

"My lady."

"Yes?"

"If that's the case... would you perhaps like to go north? The Grand Duke of Elhader and the Grand Duchess are there."

"Hmm, it's not that I haven't thought about it... but at my age, constantly seeking out my brother and sister would seem like a nuisance."

"Really...?"

Despite it being her lord's assertion, Tesha couldn't help but tilt her head. After all, from a third-person perspective, Rahilt's love for his sister had long been known to be excessive.

In fact, literally, Rahilt would do anything Eshtiel wanted. As long as it didn't harm her health.

His devotion was so intense that she received the envy of noble ladies her age. How many times had Tesha heard exclamations about how lucky Eshtiel was to have such a wonderful brother while serving her?

They joked that the Grand Duke of Elhader would even destroy the world for Eshtiel... such a terrible jest.

'In this situation, there's no way he'd find it bothersome if she knocked on the Grand Duke's door...'

Rather, with the reduced interaction, it would be fortunate if he didn't feel distant from his sister.

But today, Eshtiel's complaints were fewer.

Because soon, she would have time to converse with connections from the Academy.

"Still, it's good that you're going out with Lady Epentel today. Your boredom will soon pass."

"It's still far from noon..."

Eshtiel stared intently at the clock, which pointed to 10:30 AM.

Who knew time could be this slow? Eshtiel newly realized her turtle-like sense of time.

"Anyway, my lady, when did you become so whiny?"

"...I'm not whining."

"Complaining about things that can't be helped is what the world calls whining, my lady."

"Tsk..."

"Oh my, no bad words. If Rodrick were here, he'd be shocked."

"Ugh..."


Eshtiel pouted at Tesha with a hint of distress. Tesha responded with a slight smirk and a playful gesture.

"My goodness, my lady. Are you trying to kiss me? That would be nice, like the old days, a little peck..."

"I am not!"

"Ouch, my ears. Your voice has become so shrill..."

Tesha turned her back to Eshtiel and grumbled in a disgruntled voice.

"Maybe it's because you haven't been to the imperial palace lately..."

"It has nothing to do with brother Tesser!"

"Oh my, who said anything? Calm down, my lady. You'll ruin your pretty face."

"Ugh..."

Eshtiel finally reflected on her oversensitive reaction. Like a thief with a guilty conscience, she had become agitated, and now it was time for shame to flood in like the tide.

"Tesha... I really hate you."

"Would you like some candy?"

"Do you still think I'm a child?"

"Well, no, I just happened to get a limited edition candy collection from 'Sweety Garden.' If you've outgrown candy, I'll just have to pour them all into my mouth."

"..."

"I've been craving something sweet lately, so this works out."

"..."

At that moment, the color drained from Eshtiel's face.

A limited edition candy collection from Sweety Garden? Wasn't that the work of Master Chef Rohan, who wouldn't yield even to noble status?

Moreover, she hadn't actually outgrown candy. She had just haughtily refused because she was annoyed at Tesha for trying to appease her with candy as if she were a child.

Eshtiel's mouth watered. She found Tesha, who was about to pour the candy into her mouth alone, vexing. Even though she knew that if blame were to be assigned, she would hold 100% of the shares...

"...If you eat that much, your teeth will rot."

"As long as you take care of them afterward, it's fine."

"You'll gain a lot of weight too."

"I was a knight, you know? Weight control is as easy as eating cold stew with my eyes closed."

"Can't you just give me some too?"

"Oh my, you should have said so from the beginning."

"I really hate you..."

Eshtiel found the grinning Tesha extremely annoying.

It was always like this.

Despite having grown older, the way people treated her like a child hadn't changed at all.

Just how much older did she need to be to be treated as a proper young lady?

Her brother treated her like a fragile vase that could break at any moment, and Rodrick still called her a youngster. At times like these, she felt like a tiny child and resented time.

When would she become a proper adult like Rahilt? How could she become a dignified woman like Serin?

Eshtiel wondered about that.

'Quickly... I wish I could become an adult sooner.'

Holding this small wish in her heart, Eshtiel endured until the approaching appointment time.

◇

"Lucia!"

"Eshtiel!"

A reunion of two women took place in front of a carriage parked before Count Elenot's Estate.

The guest's name was Lucia Epentel.

She was the daughter of a junior baronial family and also Eshtiel's classmate who had studied with her at the Academy for several years. However, unlike Eshtiel who had withdrawn from the Academy midway, Lucia was still continuing her studies there to become an official.

As a result, it was quite rare for Lucia to spare time. And today was one of those rare days.

"Let's go, Lucia!"


"Hmm? What about the guards?"

"They'll follow us discreetly."

"As expected of the Windmill Knights. They've become even more impressive."

"Hehe..."

The Windmill Knights, which had started as a mercenary group and grown into a knightly order. Given that they were originally a private organization formed by Rahilt and Rodrick, their skills were exceptional.

They were also the most important personnel responsible for the income of the Elenot County. Therefore, Eshtiel always respected and encouraged the knights.

Above all, they were a gift left by her brother, so they needed to be cherished.

"It's been quite a while, hasn't it?"

"Yes, how's the Academy? Is it enjoyable?"

"Hmm... a bit annoying, I'd say."

"Ah."

Eshtiel quickly deduced the culprit behind Lucia's sentiment.

"Is Shturn still visiting you often?"

"Well, occasionally..."

"Hmm."

Lucia's lips were slightly pulled back as she answered with feigned indifference. Regardless of the past, she seemed to quite enjoy the situation of Shturn's persistence.

Was it a sense of superiority? Or perhaps elation?

Although Eshtiel lacked the ability to distinguish precisely, there was no doubt that 'pleasure' lingered on Lucia's face.

'Still, it's unexpected... Shturn was quite sincere.'

Even if not the eldest son, Shturn was a son of a marquis family. From a cold perspective, there was no reason for him to cling to the daughter of a junior baronial family.

Despite years having passed.

Even as he should be maturing.

If he continued to persist, the reason ultimately converged to one.

"He must really like you."

"Like me..."

Lucia chuckled and turned her eyes to the narrow window of the carriage.

"He's a real fool. After all I've been through."

Indeed, when Eshtiel had just entered the Academy, the first scene she witnessed was Shturn bullying Lucia.

Although it was misconduct stemming from his feelings for her, forgiving it was solely the victim's prerogative.

Therefore, Eshtiel had no intention of encouraging their feelings.

"Hmm."

Just then, Lucia narrowed her eyes and leaned towards Eshtiel.

"Eshtiel."

"Yes?"

"What about you?"

"What about me?"

For Eshtiel, who couldn't understand with subtle words, Lucia asked directly.

"Don't you have someone you like?"

A question thrown so lightly.

A topic half-reflected with mischief, no different from a joke.

However, Eshtiel's casual response that followed made Lucia doubt her ears.

"Someone I like... of course."

She declared.

"I do."

Next Chapter"What? Are you serious?"

Lucia was startled by Eshtiel's unexpected declaration.

Her eyes widened in surprise, and her voice trembled noticeably.

"The same Eshtiel who until two years ago called the Grand Duke's surname 'Ennader'... had someone she liked?"

"When on earth was this...?"

"Like I said, two years ago!!!"

"D-did I say that...?"

"Of course, you were so cute back then!"

"Ugh."

Eshtiel recalled the morning's incident when Lucia called her cute. The morning event when Tesha still treated her like a small child...

'I'm still... short, I guess.'

It was an undeniable truth that she was smaller than other young ladies her age. That's why Eshtiel had been extremely anxious lately. The fear of her growth plates closing was something that couldn't be expressed in words.

For Eshtiel, who desperately wanted to become an adult quickly, this was a tremendous regret.

For Eshtiel, the standard of a proper adult woman had long been set by Serin.

Tall, strong, confident, with an alluring figure—from Eshtiel's perspective, Serin had become the perfect embodiment of adulthood.

However, Eshtiel, who only possessed confidence among these qualities, had been suffering from low self-esteem lately.

"The word cute is... forbidden."

"Why? You're still super cute. Your eyes are so round, and your cheeks are so soft..."

"Anyway, please don't say things like that. I don't want to be cute."

"My goodness, I've never heard such a privileged complaint before!"

"Lucia... you wouldn't understand my struggles."

"Yeah... of course not."

How could she possibly understand? Lucia pondered.

From Lucia's perspective, she couldn't comprehend why Eshtiel was suddenly acting this way, but she was certainly privileged beyond measure.

Eshtiel attracted attention from people of all ages and genders just by walking down the street. Moreover, whenever she attended parties, young noblemen seeking her hand practically tripped over each other.

'Well... even those ruffians act strangely gentlemanly in front of Eshtiel.'

They say it feels wrong to approach her carelessly, or something like that. Thanks to her brother's influence, there were few scoundrels who harbored impure intentions toward her. At this point, she was treated almost like a saint.

In this situation, saying she didn't want to be cute? Claiming she had appearance issues?

There was a limit to playing dumb.

For the first time, Lucia's normally subdued violent tendencies began to surface.

"You... candy thief of the ballroom Eshtiel."

"You still remember that?!"

"They still talk about it occasionally at the Academy."

"I hate that!"

"What can you do? Unless you re-enroll at the Academy and beat down the rumors with your fists."

"That... might be good."

"..."

Somehow, it seemed like something Serin would do.

Eshtiel, whose judgment standards had somehow become skewed toward Serin, was genuinely tempted. Seeing this, Lucia shook her head in disbelief.

"Eshtiel, I really don't understand you sometimes."

"Hmm..."

In her mind, it had been an ideal response, but Lucia tilted her head as if it were completely wrong. Therefore, Eshtiel concluded that Lucia was the strange one.

Unaware of this conclusion, Lucia asked another question.

"So? Who is this person you like?"

"The person I like? I thought you would obviously know..."

"How would I know!"

Lucia leaned forward with interest written all over her face. She came so close that Eshtiel could see herself reflected in Lucia's distinctive eyes.

Enduring the uncomfortably close distance, Eshtiel finally opened her mouth.

"The person I like is..."

◇

As the day was coming to an end at the Imperial Palace.

Shortly after parting with Lucia, Eshtiel received a summons from the palace.

Apparently, a messenger had been waiting for over three hours while she was playing in the streets. Thanks to that, Eshtiel had to complete only minimal preparations before stepping into the carriage.

Upon arriving at the palace, Eshtiel performed an elegant curtsy as if she had suddenly shed all childishness.

"I greet Your Majesty the Empress."

"Welcome, Count Elenot."

The Empress was waiting in the palace garden with tea and refreshments prepared at a table. Of course, candies with a tantalizing sweet scent were included.


When Eshtiel's gaze momentarily fixed on them, the Empress let out a soft laugh.

"The Count hasn't changed at all, which is nice."

"I-is that so?"

The Empress meant it as a friendly joke, but for Eshtiel, who wanted to become a dignified adult as soon as possible, it was devastating.

The Empress, who could strongly sense people's emotions, quickly noticed Eshtiel's mixed feelings.

"Oh my, I've misspoken about the head of the esteemed Count family who has established her own household. Please forgive me."

"No, not at all."

Eshtiel shook her head vigorously. Her snow-white hair fluttered like a blizzard, slipping between the knots of her dress. The Empress leisurely admired the sight.

"Shall we get to the main point now?"

"I'm listening."

"Hmm."

In Eshtiel, the Empress saw Rahilt. Though they weren't blood siblings, the two clearly resembled each other. That was another reason why the Empress was fond of Eshtiel.

Soon, the Empress began to speak.

"Today, there was a consensus to establish an organization for maintaining security in the capital. If launched, it will likely be called the Military Police."

"Military Police..."

"Basically, we'll draft knights from the imperial family, but... they lack the necessary expertise. After all, how can those who have only honed their martial skills find and arrest criminals?"

The Empress had a point.

Currently, the force responsible for the capital's security is called the Security Force. However, while they're adept at responding to reports and catching criminals in the act, they lack the ability to handle cases that have already occurred.

In fact, the number of unsolved major crimes was gradually increasing.

"After such deliberation, the alternative we came up with is the Pinwheel Knights of Count Elenot's family. We want to incorporate some of them into the Military Police to establish its foundation. As you know, the origin of the knights, the Pinwheel Mercenaries, started from..."

The bottom of society. People from the dark underworld.

They were essentially a group of individuals who received pardons solely because of Rahilt's existence.

Although they've now been integrated to blend seamlessly with mainstream society, their past deeds don't simply disappear.

The Empress conveyed this reality by letting her words trail off.

"Those who understand the nature of such people are those who have lived among them. That's why I arranged this meeting to seek your cooperation, Count. What do you think?"

"... If it's for the safety of the imperial citizens, what wouldn't I do?"

It was a proposal that secured both justification and practical benefits. It was so from the perspective of the imperial citizens, and also from the Empress's viewpoint.

Then, what about the practical benefits for Eshtiel and the Count Elenot family?

Eshtiel slightly pushed back her hips and straightened her back. Then, she faced the Empress with an even more refined posture.

Following this, with a social smile that had become second nature to her, Eshtiel said:

"Then, shall we start by discussing the salaries of the Pinwheel Knights who will be drafted, Your Majesty?"

"Hoho, let's do that."

For the Count Elenot family, the Military Police was clearly a kind of business venture. As the head of the family, Eshtiel had to calculate how much it would benefit her family and its members.

It was time for the studies that her brother and Rodrick had drilled into her to shine.

And so, the two women engaged in a deep conversation about the newly established Military Police for a long time.

◇

[It's late, so please stay at the palace tonight.]

This was the invitation Eshtiel received after finishing her conversation with the Empress. Since the pale moonlight was indeed gently illuminating the palace, Eshtiel gladly accepted the Empress's offer.

"Haah..."

She exhaled after just finishing her bath and changing into light attire.

"The palace really is... nice after all..."

Bath additives that smelled so luxurious they seemed excessive, attentive bath attendants, massages that completely relieved the day's fatigue, and even the provided clothing was so smooth it felt like walking on thin ice.

"Would you like a cup of cocoa, Count?"

"Yes, please."

"You should speak comfortably, Count. It makes us uncomfortable otherwise."

"But... I'm not used to it..."

Eshtiel was still a sixteen-year-old girl. It was difficult for her to speak informally to anyone other than the servants and knights of the Count's residence. Especially to palace maids who were much older.

Above all, during the time when she didn't have an impressive status, her brother Rahilt emphasized manners, making it hard for her to speak informally to elders.

"Then shall we keep it a secret for now? I'll bring the cocoa right away."

"..."

Nod.

Instead of struggling to respond verbally, Eshtiel nodded. The palace maid, with a smile at this adorable effort, handed her a sweet-smelling mug.

Eshtiel immediately took the mug and took a sip of cocoa.

"Whoa... delicious."

"I'm glad it suits your taste."

Again, instead of answering, Eshtiel gave a beaming smile that attacked the maid's heart. Witnessing this radiant smile, the maid desperately resisted the urge to pat her head and just fidgeted with her fingers.


That's when it happened.

Knock knock.

"Oh? Who could it be at this hour?"

The maid expressed confusion at the knock from outside. Then, a thunderbolt-like voice penetrated from outside.

"It's me."

"Gasp...!"

In an instant, the maid's face turned pale. This was because the identity of the person waiting outside was none other than...

"C-Crown Prince Your Highness!"

It was Tesser Literion, who had been appointed as Crown Prince years ago.

"Q-quickly, let me help you put on an outer garment, Count! Crown Prince, please wait a moment...!"

"Okay."

Tesser replied briefly. Meanwhile, the maid moved busily, her eyes darting around.

"What would be good... an outer garment that matches what the Count is wearing..."

"Anything is fine..."

"How can you say anything...!"

For a while, the maid continued her not-quite-disrespectful outburst. After a moment, a dramatic compromise was reached between the maid and Eshtiel, and the unexpected guest was able to enter the warmth of the room.

"Eshtiel."

"Brother Tesser!"

"Sorry for the sudden visit. Mother told me you were here as a guest and ordered me to see your face."

"Mmm, no. There's nothing to be sorry about."

While the two exchanged brief greetings, the maid tactfully closed the door and moved away from the room.

"How have you been lately, Eshtiel?"

"Me, um, I've been super busy? Really, extremely..."

"As expected of a proper family head now."

"Hehe, I guess so..."

Eshtiel's lies flowed smoothly without batting an eye. The girl who had been complaining of boredom to Tesha just this morning had long since disappeared.

"What about you, Brother Tesser?"

"I'm similar. I need to prepare to ascend to the throne at the appropriate time, and just today, I had to discuss the establishment of the Military Police."

"Ah, I see."

"Come to think of it, you visited the palace for the Military Police too, right?"

"Yes, that's right."

"You've grown so much."

"You too."

Eshtiel's words weren't just simple humility.

Tesser had become a twenty-two-year-old young man this year. He had long shed his awkward demeanor, and the unique dignity of the imperial family surrounded him. Moreover, his large frame and face, which particularly resembled the Empress, were extremely attractive.

Calm and serious. A nobility that couldn't be casually invaded now existed in Tesser.

'Nice...'

He's always a pleasure to look at. Eshtiel grinned for no reason and openly fixed her gaze on Tesser.

"... Your stare is uncomfortable."

"So what if it's uncomfortable?"

"Distributing your gaze is an important element in social interactions."

"Oh come on, between us..."

Eshtiel thought Tesser was quite shy.

They weren't just ordinary acquaintances, so what did it matter?

It had been like this for a very long time.

"Hey, Brother Tesser."

Therefore, it wasn't surprising at all when earth-shattering determination flowed from Eshtiel's lips.

"When are you going to marry me?"

"...... Huh?"

Tesser froze as if he had been hit by a petrification spell. Regardless, Eshtiel waved her hands and blushed slightly on her cheeks.

"Oh my, why are you being shy? I'll be of age soon."

"No, wait. Eshtiel."

"Yes?"

"That... um, I'm not sure where to start correcting this, but first..."

The question Tesser asked next was enough to shatter Eshtiel's peaceful preconceptions.

"Why would we get married...?"

Next Chapter"What?!"

Eshtiel let out a shrill cry of surprise. For a moment, she thought Tesser had blurted out a question based on some misunderstanding.

"N-no, you're joking, right? Brother Tesser..."

"That's... what I want to ask."

"This can't be..."

Yes, there was no other way to express it than to say it was impossible. Because it was practically a foregone conclusion that she and Tesser would end up together in the future.

"Eshtiel."

"Yes."

"First... may I ask why you thought that way?"

"You're... asking because you don't know?"

"...... I'm terribly sorry, but... yes."

"Ha..."

My goodness, should she call him a sinful brother? If he's asking because he truly doesn't know, he's even worse than Rahilt used to be. At least, that's what Eshtiel judged.

"Look here?"

"Yes."

"Brother Tesser, what is marriage?"

"It means a man and woman are joined in matrimony and become family."

"Then what is needed for that process?"

"I suppose discussions between families to coordinate their interests."

"No! Not at all! What on earth are you saying?"

Eshtiel suddenly lost her temper. Tesser, not understanding what was happening, was quite perplexed. Still, he wasn't particularly flustered since he had long been accustomed to Eshtiel's impulsive nature.

Soon, Eshtiel lowered her voice and spoke again.

"Marriage, you see, requires love. Brother Tesser."

"Well, I mean..."

He wouldn't deny it, but it wasn't entirely correct either.

In aristocratic society, there were still many conservatives opposed to love marriages. The majority arranged marriages for the benefit of their families rather than for love. Therefore, Eshtiel's teaching had an innocent, girlish quality to it.

"Well, okay. Let's say Eshtiel's opinion is correct. But what does that have to do with me?"

"Hmph, really. How can you ask that, Brother Tesser? It's more embarrassing for me to say it myself..."

"No, no, I really don't have any idea what you're talking about."

"Sigh, you really... I guess I have no choice. I'll have to tell you myself."

Eshtiel shook her head dramatically.

It was her signature gesture that somehow irritated anyone watching. Tesser, witnessing Eshtiel's specialty after a long time, couldn't help but twist his lips slightly.

However, her subsequent words were powerful enough to blow away any trace of annoyance.

Eshtiel said:

"You love me!"

"...... What...?"

Love, she says.

Love.

Love.

Who? Whom?

Judging from the flow of conversation, it was crystal clear that she meant he loved Eshtiel.

His mind, which had gone blank for a moment, regained its color.

...Along with an almost scream-like shock.

"L-love?! Eshtiel... you...!!!"

"Oh come on, don't be shy now. That's why I said it would be difficult for me to say it myself..."

"What on earth... are you talking about!"

"Why are you suddenly playing dumb, Brother Tesser?"

"No, Eshtiel... you..."

Tesser was genuinely perplexed. It was unclear what path her perception had taken to reach this point. Who would have thought that Eshtiel, whom he had always considered a cute little sister, would set off such a magnificent firework?

She had always been excessively innocent, but this was quite extreme.


'Stay calm...'

Eshtiel was truly a girl who could be called an influential figure in the empire.

From being the beloved little sister of Rahilt, which was already a prestigious position, to being adored by Serin who had become the Grand Duchess. She even frequently visited the imperial palace and monopolized the affection of both her mother and father—the Emperor and Empress.

It was even more so because Serin, who had not a speck of cuteness since childhood, had gotten married. The Emperor and Empress treated the adorable Eshtiel almost like their own daughter.

From Tesser's perspective, they seemed to indulge her whims even more than they did with Serin, their actual daughter.

Tesser, who had unknowingly been chosen as the marriage partner for such a girl, was now extremely bewildered.

'There must be a point and reason why Eshtiel misunderstood.'

Since when?

He had always been kind to her because he found her cute too. If such accumulated kindness had led to this misunderstanding, it was quite a perplexing situation for Tesser.

Rather, he wasn't entirely innocent of causing the misunderstanding.

'Well... since it's Eshtiel, it's better to ask directly than to speculate.'

Tesser expertly utilized the know-how accumulated through their overlapping years.

"Eshtiel. Let me ask you first."

"Yes, anything."

"What makes you so certain?"

"Certain?"

"I mean... why are you so sure that I love you?"

"Ah, that?"

Eshtiel crossed her arms and proudly puffed out her chest.

"Because Brother Tesser has liked me so, so much since before."

"I did? When exactly?"

"Hmm... it was when you were attending the Academy, so 7 years ago!"

"That's almost from when we first met?!"

To be precise, they first encountered each other at an imperial banquet held 8 years ago. Tesser could easily recall Eshtiel witnessing the scandalous scene of young noble men and women. And how he covered her eyes and guided her to the exit of the maze garden...

'Come to think of it, she did ask me outright if I liked her back then too...'

Was it her inflated self-esteem born from her innate ability to enchant people? Even now, Eshtiel from that time was hard to understand.

While Tesser was briefly reminiscing about the past, Eshtiel continued speaking.

"I still remember it very clearly, you know?"

"... What?"

"You said you loved me so much, but it was a crime because I was too young. So you said you'd wait until I grew up."

"Isn't your memory... quite distorted?!"

"And you said you'd give me a candy if I kept it a secret that you liked me. I remember this super clearly, so don't try to deny it."

"No, that's...!"

...... Indeed...!!!

'This is one thing... I can't make excuses for right away...!'

It was a deception he had immediately come up with to resolve Eshtiel's baseless misunderstanding. However, at that time, he had expected the still young Eshtiel to forget it soon. Even if she didn't forget, he thought she would realize it was just a joke as she grew older.

He never dreamed that such a playful remark would encourage Eshtiel to this extent.

'Would it be okay to explain the circumstances now...?'

It seemed Eshtiel had believed in that one statement and been convinced for 7 years that he was her marriage partner. If she learned that all those years were just based on a joke meant to defuse the moment, her world would surely crumble.

... This wasn't a metaphor; if tears were to fall from Eshtiel's cheeks, there were more than a few people who would bring down the world, which was troublesome.

Moreover, if it was due to a man trampling on her affection that had the weight of 7 years behind it... it was terrifying to even imagine.

'Except for the day I cleared up the misunderstanding with my sister, I've never seen Eshtiel cry even once...'

That's how preciously Eshtiel had been raised, a treasured child.
Given this, the weight of her tears would be comparable to a raging tsunami.
Tesser's thoughts began to spin like a whirlpool.

"... Eshtiel."

"Are you admitting it?"

"..."

"What? What's the problem, Brother Tesser?"

"The truth is."


Tesser firmly established one fact. The fact that he would eventually have to betray Eshtiel's heart.

If that was the case, there was only one point.

Using Eshtiel's logic, soften Eshtiel's heart. Even if it meant being branded with the stigma of turning away from the girl's feelings.

So, Tesser declared:

"For quite some time now, I've had someone I like."

"...... Huh?"

"You said it yourself, right? That you'd consider it if I still liked you when you grew up. But unfortunately, it seems I couldn't do that. It can't be helped. I guess I'm not worthy of receiving your love."

Tesser awkwardly pretended to be disappointed.

7 years ago.

The young Eshtiel was the superior, and Tesser was the subordinate. Through some inexplicable thought process, Eshtiel became the approver of love, and Tesser became a beggar pleading for love.

Which means that even if Tesser gave up on begging for love, by Eshtiel's logic, she couldn't blame him.

Who could point fingers when the subordinate couldn't endure and gave up on the superior!

'A perfect response!'

Tesser swallowed what was truly a foolish delight.

Originally, Tesser wasn't such a silly young man, but facing Eshtiel's disastrous confession so suddenly, his mind had slightly malfunctioned.

In reality, beneath the philtrum he covered with his hand as if in distress, Tesser's lips were curved into a smile.

"Brother Tesser...? What do you mean...? Someone you like? This is the first I'm hearing of it."

Of course it was, since he had just made it up.

"Are you giving up on me? No, right...? Brother Tesser..."

"I'm sorry, Eshtiel."

"Wait, just wait..."

Eshtiel tried to stop Tesser with a trembling voice. However, delaying any further would also be a great sin against Eshtiel.

"You are..."

Tesser delivered the final blow.

"Too young."

"..."

At that moment, the events of the day flashed through Eshtiel's mind like a kaleidoscope.

Young.

Too young.

Child.

Youngster.

Cute, cute, cute, that damned "cute."

The past where everyone treated her like a child knocked on Eshtiel's head, engraving reality.

That she was still too young to be treated as a woman.

Clench.

Eshtiel's small hand tightly formed a fist.

The darkness thickly settled under her eyes was ominous.

The atmosphere suddenly turned chilly, as if frost was falling around them.

Being someone who couldn't fail to notice this, Tesser cautiously called the girl's name.

"Eshtiel...?"

"..."

When there was no response, Tesser's head also cooled down simultaneously. Only then did Tesser realize the truth that he had made a half-witted, stupid excuse.

"I, well..."

It was then.

"Brother Tesser..."

Without even getting a chance to correct the truth, Tesser had to accept Eshtiel's eerie question.

"That person you say you love... that woman..."

Those cute, round eyes that had been nothing but adorable until now.

It was the moment those bright, silver eyes turned triangular.

"Who is that bitch...?"

Next Chapter"E-Eshtiel...?"

Tesser's eyes flew open in shock.

He never imagined that the word "bitch" would come out of Eshtiel's mouth of all people. Not only was her sudden corruption surprising, but those triangular eyes he'd never seen before were decidedly threatening.

"Who is she, I asked... hm?"

"Who is she...?"

"It doesn't make sense that I wouldn't know someone who's a strong candidate to be the Crown Princess... How could I not know when I've been watching you so closely, Tesser oppa? That's impossible."

It was truly reasonable and crystal clear. Since it was just a hastily made excuse to begin with, Tesser felt cornered.

Even randomly mentioning any name would cause big problems.

Then that woman would unknowingly become a Crown Princess candidate and would have to endure Eshtiel's frosty glare for no reason.

'Why did I tell such an obvious lie...?'

Unlike Serin who showered her parents with tender affection and manic love, Tesser was extremely straightforward in nature.

He could proudly say that he had never particularly been attracted to anyone of the opposite sex.

Therefore, he had no particular aversion to an arranged marriage. He had lived with the thought that as long as they could fulfill their duties to each other, that was enough.

'I'm sure that was the case... how did it come to this?'

To think that Eshtiel, whom he adored, would see him as a romantic interest.
And to think that this was the result of a mistake from the very beginning!

While Tesser was developing a headache, Eshtiel urged him on with a thoroughly disgruntled face.

"Hm? Who is she? I can't let this go. I need to see with my own eyes exactly what kind of person could steal your heart, Tesser oppa."

"D-Do you really need to do that?"

"Why? Don't want to show me?"

"Well, you see..."

*Sniff*

Eshtiel secretly wiped her nose as she watched Tesser deep in thought.

She was desperately curious about who this woman could be that made Tesser, who had always been honest with her, so cautious. At the same time, she envied this mystery woman. Since Eshtiel had believed until now that their affection was mutual, her emotional confusion only grew stronger.

Perhaps she might end up saying something harsh to Tesser. As this possibility pricked at Eshtiel's reason, her heated mind slowly began to cool.

"...I'm leaving."

"Where to...?"

"Home. I'm going back to the mansion."

"It's too late at night to go back."

"No, it's fine. I'm going back. I'm really going back... Don't follow me!"

"Eshtiel."

"Don't follow me! I'm leaving. I'm really leaving... Don't follow me or try to stop me."

*Swoosh!*

Eshtiel gathered her clothes hurriedly and left the room, leaving Tesser behind.

No matter how close they were as brother and sister, it wasn't proper etiquette to behave this way before the Crown Prince. Nevertheless, Tesser couldn't reproach Eshtiel. He already knew that he bore considerable responsibility for this situation.

"Haah..."

Tesser sighed bitterly in the room where he was left all alone.

He had no idea where to begin correcting his mismatched excuse. Even if he did correct it, he doubted whether Eshtiel would believe him.

"If I had known this would happen... I should have just answered honestly from the start..."

If he had properly conveyed from the beginning that he thought of her as a cute little sister, the aftermath would have been less severe. He couldn't even laugh at how he had trapped himself by trying to be clever.

"..."

Outside the room where Tesser was blankly recalling Eshtiel's image.


Despite the late hour, the brightly lit corridor cast delicate shadows.

The figure who had been spying on Tesser for quite some time left with a complex smile playing on their lips.

◇

As soon as Eshtiel returned to Count Elenot's Estate, she sought out Tesha, her closest lady-in-waiting.

Guessing from her mistress's expression that this was no ordinary matter, Tesha prepared a warm cup of cocoa and approached her.

"My lady. Did something happen at the Imperial Palace?"

"Something? Yes. Something extremely upsetting."

Seeing Eshtiel with her lips pursed like a duck, Tesha instinctively sensed the cause.

'It must be related to the Crown Prince.'

Since all the adults at the palace adored Eshtiel, it was unlikely that they would upset her.
Therefore, the only suspect who could disturb her mistress's mood as she matured was none other than Tesser.

Sure enough, Eshtiel began to pour out every detail of the conversation she had with Tesser at the palace. All Tesha could do was provide appropriate responses and express unconditional sympathy.

"Isn't he just awful? How could he do this? He clearly said he liked me..."

"Yes. He's truly awful."

Tesha's words were half-hearted. In truth, Eshtiel's unwavering faith in childhood words was far from normal. Tesha began to fear her mistress's innocence anew.

'It's obvious that his claim about having someone he likes is a lie.'

Still, the best way to cheer her up was to join in criticizing him.

"You know, a man should have principles. How can you call someone manly when he's flirting around with his eyes? He might as well wear a dress and hold a grand debutante ball."

"...... Tesser oppa isn't like that. He's actually quite a solid person."

'I don't know which tune I should dance to...'

Even in this situation, she couldn't bear to hear criticism of Tesser, which seemed quite serious. The innocent love she had cherished for many years was apparently more significant than Tesha had expected.

"You know, Tesha."

"Yes?"

"Am I really that unattractive?"

"Of course not."

Tesha denied it flatly. This wasn't just flattery to please her mistress.

It was the literal truth.

The Eshtiel she had known was certainly not someone who should put herself down like this.

"Haven't you noticed the glances from the young lords whenever you attend banquets?"

"I have."

"Then why do you say such things?"

"Because I'm not Lady Elenot, but Count Elenot. It's natural that I stand out since there aren't many women who hold titles. Moreover..."

Eshtiel grumbled in a rapidly shrinking voice.

"When we talk, the conversation eventually flows to the topic of Rahilt oppa..."

"Ah..."

Tesha suddenly realized her mistake. This was something even she found awkward to comment on.

'That's right... our lady's brother is the Grand Duke of Elhader.'

The man who transformed the north in just a few years and took Serin, the Imperial Princess, as his Grand Duchess.
From a child of abdication to a mysterious mercenary king. And from mercenary king to the hero elevated as Grand Duke of Elhader.

As long as Rahilt was Eshtiel's brother, she could not be free from his shadow.

Having Rahilt as family was clearly a privilege, but it also served to undermine Eshtiel's self-esteem.

'Even if someone approached with pure affection, they would ultimately desire at least a small part of that halo. And even if that weren't the case, all praise would eventually go to her brother...'

Indeed, you are the Grand Duke's sister.

You are a sister worthy of the Grand Duke's glory.
Even if I were in the Grand Duke's position, I would have cherished you greatly.

Grand Duke. Grand Duke. Grand Duke.

It was enough to make one sick of the constant mentions of her brother. Perhaps she had even declared that there might not be anyone who truly saw her for who she was.

It might be an exaggeration, but Eshtiel was clearly a sixteen-year-old girl. She was going through the sensitive period at the end of puberty. Therefore, it was only natural that she thirsted for her own identity.

"My lady."

"Yes?"

"I truly like you."

"What are you suddenly saying..."

"It's not sudden at all. I still vividly remember when Rodrick and the Grand Duke brought you to the Windmill Mercenary Group when I had just joined."

"Why?"

"I thought you were an angel descended from heaven. The moment our eyes met, I said to myself: Even though my sword is broken and I've been expelled, if I could serve a young lady like her, I would gladly abandon my sword and wear an apron instead."

"W-Why are you flattering me..."

"I'm sincere! That's why I'm so happy with my life now, having fulfilled my wish. It's all thanks to you... I mean, the life you've provided, my lady."

"Ugh..."

Eshtiel lowered her flushed face. Like an ostrich that thinks it's invisible if it buries its head.

Tesha couldn't help but smile at the impossibly cute sight.

"So don't compare yourself to others. Like me, there are definitely people who love you for who you are."

"I..."

I wish it was Tesser oppa.
Eshtiel swallowed these words.

"What? You wish it was the Crown Prince?"

"T-Tesha...!"

Eshtiel almost asked if she was reading her mind. She felt proud of herself for barely managing to restrain her loose tongue.

"Haah, really. Actually, since I rarely encounter him, I don't know much... but what exactly do you like about him, my lady?"

There was no shortage of young ladies showing favor to Tesser.

Not only had his appearance matured and blossomed with age, but the position of Crown Princess was truly alluring. It was a position worth fighting for even at the risk of a family's fate.

This was because since Serin, who had been an Imperial Princess, became a Grand Duchess, anyone who ascended to become Empress could expect help from the north.

In that sense, Tesser was also the best marriage prospect for similar reasons as Eshtiel.

'Surely our lady wouldn't like a man for such reasons...'

But she was curious.

What aspect of Tesser made her hold onto her childhood affection for so long?

Before answering this question, Eshtiel's lips quivered.

"Tesser oppa..."

Now that she tried to put it into words, she couldn't form a clear logic. So Eshtiel spoke randomly, as if rambling.

"He sees me, not as someone's little sister... Around this time, Tesser oppa also struggled because Serin unni was so amazing, so I think that's something we have in common. And when Rahilt oppa, Serin unni, Luca oppa, and Kanarin unni all quit the Academy, he stayed with me... He worried with me whenever I had troubles. And sometimes he would secretly solve them for me..."

Even as she continued her disorganized story, Eshtiel seemed genuinely happy. Just by looking at her curved lips, one could easily guess her feelings.

"...... Also, he's quiet and calm. But when he gets flustered, his composure crumbles so easily. That aspect... even though Tesser oppa is an adult, I think he's a bit cute. And also, also... he was the first one to tell me he liked me."

"Didn't the Grand Duke tell you he liked you?"

"That 'like' and this 'like' are different... That's why..."

Eshtiel smiled shyly.

"As the sun rises, the hour hand turns, the moon sets, and each day passes, I found myself liking him more and more."

Next ChapterMeanwhile, Tesser was wandering through the garden shrouded in darkness, lost in thought.

'Perhaps I... shouldn't have let Eshtiel go like that.'

Tesser had absolutely no intention of ruining Eshtiel's mood. This was because Eshtiel was a precious connection to Tesser as well, and a girl who deserved to be respected.

'I really was foolish, wasn't I...'

Making up such a transparent excuse would only be insulting. Perhaps Eshtiel would see through the lie in less than a day or two. If that happened, his position would clearly become even more awkward.

Even aside from that, Tesser was questioning his own response.

With any other noble lady, he would never have told such a lie.

He needed time to reflect on why he had put up such a ridiculous barrier against Eshtiel's advances.

'When I think about it, there was really... no reason to refuse.'

Just as Tesser was a perfect groom, Eshtiel was a perfect bride. The achievements in managing the knightly order inherited from Rahilt were outstanding, and her background was impressive beyond words. She was a girl with absolutely no reason to be rejected.

'Yes, there's... logically speaking, absolutely no reason to refuse.'

Tesser was ignorant about the feeling of liking someone.

If pressed, he greatly admired Rahilt, but only a fool wouldn't know how far that was from the emotion called love.

While his parents and sister had chosen their partners through heart-fluttering love, Tesser had yet to find anyone who caught his eye.

Because of this, he had no aversion to the concept of a political marriage. Rather, he thought a married life where both parties simply fulfilled their obligations might not be so bad.

Therefore, in Tesser's mind, there was hardly any reason to reject Eshtiel's advances.

This was why Tesser had fallen into deep self-reflection.

"Haah..."

He let out a heavy sigh.

"If it had been someone else, I wouldn't be agonizing this much."

In that sense, Eshtiel was special.

Her every light action always caused Tesser to worry.

Watching her bouncy behavior made him feel anxious, yet also somewhat amused. Either way, she was a girl who strangely drew his attention.

It was while Tesser was endlessly wandering the garden that it happened.

Rustle.

The sound of footsteps on grass from behind.

Tesser instinctively raised his guard and identified the intruder.

"Oh, it's just me, Tesser."

"Mother."

"Won't you call me Imperial Mother? Though I suppose formalities and titles are useless when it's just the two of us."

"..."

"Really, you don't understand jokes. You and Seriniel are exactly alike in your lack of charm..."

The Empress playfully chided Tesser. Meanwhile, confused by the sudden encounter with his mother, Tesser couldn't easily find words to speak.

So the role of taking the initiative fell to the mother in place of her awkward son.

"The night air is nice. The stars are visible which adds to the charm... Since we've run into each other, let's have some tea that's good for sleep."

At this unexpected suggestion, Tesser could only nod in agreement.

"Alright."

The time it took to move to another location wasn't long.

This was because near the garden was a glass greenhouse where only the imperial family was permitted to enter.

There, the Empress prepared tea and set the cups herself without calling for a lady-in-waiting.

"Mother, I'll do it."

"What are you trying to do? There's nothing more bitter than tea brewed by men. You just need to stay quiet."

"... Yes."

The Empress's smile was somewhat bleak. It was indeed the pressure befitting the Empress who had written history. Overwhelmed by her immense presence, Tesser could only savor the sound of brewing tea from where he sat.

Eventually, the Empress poured the tea with perfect etiquette. Tesser was momentarily captivated by this unfamiliar sight. The Empress, seeming to know this, smiled awkwardly and spoke.

"Your father had the exact same expression. Despite being the daughter of a poor baronet family, I was unnecessarily beautiful in this regard."

"You can say that about yourself."

"Of course, that taciturn man told me directly when he proposed. Naturally, I should take pride in it."


"I see..."

A taciturn man, she said.

Judging by the Emperor's usual behavior toward the Empress, it was a side of him Tesser couldn't imagine. If his mother hadn't told him directly, he would have dismissed it as a lie.

"Well, in that respect, you resemble that man more than Seriniel. Being taciturn and boring, and how your cold face quickly cracks when you're flustered... Secretly, father and son are both equally unable to hide their emotions."

Of course, the Empress was slightly different.

With faint elven blood flowing through her veins, she could strongly sense others' emotions. Using this ability, she had caught her young companion off guard countless times.

"Still, raising children isn't fun whether it's Seriniel or you. Both of you had excessively strong independence from a young age. And you were both so diligent that you didn't really need to attend the Academy."

"Was I really that diligent? Me..."

"Don't even try to deny it. Whether it was Seriniel's influence or not, you too were shut away in either the library or the training ground before you even matured. That's why even at this age, you don't have a single friend to open your heart to."

"...... I didn't make any on purpose because I didn't need them."

"As your mother, I'll pretend to believe that once."

"..."

Tesser began to feel self-loathing.

He didn't think he was being led by his mother to have a midnight tea party just to hear a storm of nagging after several years.

He thought they would have a simple conversation, but he had no idea such a heavy weight of nagging was waiting.

However, the twist came instantly.

"That's why I'm so envious of the Grand Duke of Elhader."

"What?"

"Don't you think? Having such an adorable younger sister like Count Elenot. If Seriniel were even half like her, I would have no other wishes."

"I-is that so?"

"That's why I feel even more sorry. After all, I'm the culprit who planted memories of being a laundry outcast in that child's early years."

"But you can't deny it was a reasonable decision. The Count Elenot family was the right arm of the fallen former emperor."

Avoiding execution was already fortunate. It seemed like there had never been such a peaceful rebellion. It was a possible disposition because the couple had rebelled through politics rather than military force.

Even so, the Empress seemed unable to erase her sense of debt.

"Count Elenot. Eshtiel... that child is truly remarkable. Even though I should feel uncomfortable, she approached me without hesitation and gave me joy with every movement of her lips. Yes, rather than remarkable, 'strong' might be a more fitting word."

"You really like Eshtiel, Mother."

"If there was a guarantee that I could still have a daughter exactly like that child, I would go beg your father right now. Well, that's impossible though."

"Ahaha."

Tesser laughed soullessly.

He didn't want to hear about his parents' intimate affairs in the middle of the night.

"Given these circumstances... another method quietly occurred to me."

"Another method?"

"Yes."

The next moment, Tesser lost focus at his mother's words, shot like a cannonball.

"I was thinking... wouldn't it be resolved if Count Elenot became part of our family?"

"...... Puhh! Kuk, cough! Kelock!"

Tesser barely succeeded in spitting out the tea he almost sprayed in his mother's face onto the floor.
What she was implying was all too clear.

"Mother, you want me to be with Eshtiel."

"Well. I wonder if I even need to want it..."

"What? After saying all that, now you're saying something different."

"Shouldn't you know that yourself?"

"Me?"

"Hmm."

The Empress was frustrated by her son's insensitivity. However, finding it too vexing to teach him outright, she deliberately dropped only meaningful hints.

"Anyway, not even knowing why there's no noble lady who catches your eye at your age... I wonder who you got this from."

The Empress clicked her tongue and downed her cooling tea in one go.

Then she smiled meaningfully.

Tesser found his mother's concealed intentions unsettling.


"Go ahead and worry all you want."

The Empress added.

"Of course, only as much as won't interfere with tomorrow's schedule."

"... Please go in."

At her son's dry goodnight, the Empress remarked, "Really, not an ounce of cuteness..." and left the greenhouse with what was not quite a rebuke.

Tesser left the greenhouse only after the Empress had completely disappeared from sight.

"Haah..."

The cool dawn air brushed his cheeks, carrying the scent of grass. The full moon shone beautifully round amidst the stars embroidering the sky. Yes, the full moon...

'Eshtiel's face used to look like the full moon too.'

Before she lost her baby fat, Eshtiel had chubby cheeks and round eyes that reminded him of the full moon whenever he saw her. Her skin looked so soft that he had to struggle to resist the urge to touch it.

Remembering those times, a smile escaped him.

The time spent with Eshtiel certainly had many difficult moments, but it seemed there were far more joyful ones.

"I should... apologize."

It would be better to honestly reveal the lie as well. Having known her for so long, deceiving her with such an absurd lie would be a fault beyond human decency.

Tesser made up his mind.

'It's quite ironic that the only person who concerns me this much happens to be Eshtiel.'

There's no denying that Eshtiel is a special person to him.

He has a feeling that if she were to disappear, he would miss her innocent personality and feel empty.

As he gazed at the softly glowing full moon, suddenly a record of a brief conversation resurfaced from the depths of Tesser's memories.

[Thank you, Tesser oppa. This is super delicious?]
[It's just candy, what's the big deal.]
[No, no, it's not just anything. From today, Tesser oppa is a totally special person to me.]

A very cheap specialness earned with candy he had given her almost forcibly.

It was his first experience of being granted a specialness he couldn't find himself.

Perhaps Eshtiel had developed affection for him, drawn by that cheap specialness. Throughout the long years that could never be ignored or belittled.

"... Ah."

In an instant, Tesser felt heat rising from his cheeks to his head.

Without even searching for the source of this unidentified heat, memories sprouted like verdant growth in spring.

Most of those memories were bright and cheerful.

A little girl chattering clearly with clumsy pronunciation stood out vividly.

Tesser finally realized.

The person who first made him special.
The person who helped him catch up to his unreachable sister.
The person who became the only exception to his indifferent human relationships.

They were all one girl.

Tesser finally became aware.

There was a reason why noble ladies who made their name in social circles with beauty alone looked like logs to him.

There was a reason why he found the parade of gorgeous dresses merely dizzying.

There was definitely a reason why he projected one person onto the full moon for no apparent reason.

"No way..."

Denial and self-mockery burst forth simultaneously.

"I can't be this stupid... I can't be..."

Tesser rubbed his face dry. But covering his face with his palms couldn't hide the sky.

"..."

Finally facing the clear world, Tesser, confronted with the sudden truth, could only weakly murmur.

"It was you. The special person..."

With a thud, he sat down on the grass.

Everything seemed foolish.

The grass, the flowers, the leaves,

And himself...

Next ChapterThe invitation from the Imperial Palace arrived for Eshtiel early in the morning.

"Huh?"

Eshtiel was slightly surprised. She had expected the invitation to be from the Empress, but the sender was Tesser instead.

"Why would Brother Tesser..."

This was the same Tesser who had so coldly rejected a girl who expressed her affection. It was absurd that he would send a lunch invitation first thing the next morning.

At first, she was merely puzzled, but the more she thought about it, the angrier she became.

It made her feel insignificant, as if her confession was just a trivial incident that would be quickly forgotten from his memory.

"I can't even refuse this..."

A dark cloud passed over Eshtiel's face. Though it wasn't in her nature, she felt pity for herself.

She resented herself for not being able to crumple up Tesser's letter that had been sent so casually.

She should rightfully be angry at his attitude of seemingly forgetting everything overnight, yet she found herself pathetically excited at the thought of talking with him.

"Tesser is truly a terrible person."

"Indeed, my lady," Tesha agreed, watching Eshtiel's expression carefully.

She couldn't understand what love was, that it would make her mistress have expectations in such a situation.

"What will you do?"

"What can I do? I have no choice but to go."

"I suppose so."

Eshtiel sat down at her spacious vanity with a resigned attitude. Tesha naturally approached her side and picked up a comb.

"Tesha, make me look prettier than usual today."

"You don't need to, my lady. Every day is a day you renew your beauty."

"What a joke..."

Eshtiel brushed it off as a jest, but Tesha was sincere. She was confident that when Eshtiel passed twenty and her beauty fully blossomed, the nobles of the empire would regret their actions.

Just once.

If only they had the courage to speak to her just once... they would surely regret it.

'The Crown Prince is a fool too. Not realizing what a blessing it is to have claimed our lady first.'

He had the talent for rejecting good fortune that rolled his way. At least, that's how Tesha assessed him.

"Was there anything else written in the letter?"

"No. There were the usual formalities, but it just said to have lunch together."

"That's terrible..."

"Yes, it is. So I'm going to go and complain a lot."

"Will you be alright?"

"Why wouldn't I be?"

Eshtiel laughed with detachment. That laugh made Tesha feel uneasy.

"If he doesn't like me, I can fix my flaws until he does. If he doesn't see me as a romantic interest, I can develop my strengths further. If the environment is the problem, I can somehow escape it. But... if he already has someone in his heart, there's nothing I can do."

"My lady..."

"I know. Honestly, if I wanted to... it would be nothing to make that nameless lady step aside. But I can't do that. Even in this situation... I don't want to show an ugly side to Brother Tesser."

"..."

Tesha kept her mouth shut at Eshtiel's tearful resolution. Beyond that, she felt resentful toward Tesser for monopolizing such excessive love.

Eshtiel's shocking statement came right after.

"After this lunch, I should go to the north."

"What...?"

"I have no reason to stay in the capital anymore. I'll have to withdraw from the military police matter, though I apologize to Her Majesty the Empress. Given the circumstances, she'll understand."

"Well... I suppose so..."


"If I stay in the north... spending time occasionally with Brother Rahilt or Sister Serin, I'll be able to forget quickly, right?"

"Hmm..."

Tesha felt unbearably sorry for Eshtiel, who asked so wistfully. She even wanted to stop fixing her hair and give her a tight hug.

"You still have plenty of time ahead of you, my lady."

"Do I?"

"Of course. And sometimes hearts get crushed under the weight of heavy years."

"I see..."

At that moment, Eshtiel's lips twisted slightly.

'That... might be a bit unpleasant.'

Some might condemn her as foolish. Even looking at herself objectively, the word "stubborn" seemed quite fitting.

But despite that, she didn't want to easily disturb these feelings of deep affection she had developed for someone.

It was a perfect contradiction for her, who had once hoped that going north would help her forget him.

'My heart aches...'

Whether forgetting or not forgetting, either way, just imagining it felt like needles pricking her heart.

Tesha, looking at her beautifully adorned lady, instead of exclaiming in admiration, massaged her drooping small shoulders to encourage her.

The time to board the carriage heading to the Imperial Palace was approaching moment by moment.

◇

"You came early, Eshtiel."

"I did."

Her voice was strangely cold. Normally, she would have waved enthusiastically and greeted him warmly.

Tesser shrank a little at this unfamiliar attitude from the start. However, he recovered in an instant and naturally extended his hand to escort her.

Eshtiel stared at Tesser's hand intently before reluctantly accepting his escort.

'I can't embarrass Brother Tesser...'

How foolish.

While making excuses about not wanting to embarrass him, her heart was pounding at his touch. It was such a stimulating heartbeat that she felt she could never forget him even if she fled to the north.

While Eshtiel concealed all those emotions in silence, Tesser struggled to hide his anxious heart.

'She's angrier than I imagined... Eshtiel.'

He had never witnessed such a quiet Eshtiel before.

Of course, that was natural.

Having blocked her affection with a flimsy excuse, it was impossible to face her directly less than a day later.

Yet calling Eshtiel to the Imperial Palace like this was undoubtedly rude.

'What on earth have I done...!'

Realizations always come a step too late. And late realizations become fatal daggers that pierce deeply into the heart. That was exactly Tesser's current state.

He didn't want to admit it.

He had convinced himself that it was nonsensical to genuinely like Eshtiel, whom he had regarded as a little sister for a long time.

Eshtiel had always been young, and Tesser had always been relatively adult.

Therefore, he thought the moment of liking Eshtiel would never come.

But Tesser's premise had been wrong for quite some time.

From long ago, Eshtiel had been a pure, white light.

A ray of light that shone upon him when he was wandering without recognition.

She was the child who first made him feel special.

It was impossible not to be drawn to such an Eshtiel.


However, hidden behind the words he repeated like self-hypnosis, he couldn't notice the rest.

Eshtiel, very young and the sister of someone he admired. He presumed he could never like her romantically.

How foolish...

"..."

"..."

The two, walking around until lunch was prepared, didn't easily open their mouths.

They were busy thinking about what topic to bring up and how.

He couldn't let Eshtiel speak first. With that thought, Tesser opened the conversation.

"Eshtiel."

"... Yes."

"Thank you for accepting my invitation. If you had refused, I would have had nothing to say."

"It's... not a big deal."

"I see."

At this moment, Eshtiel was reproaching herself in her heart.

Answer more warmly, act more like usual. She was imposing unreasonable demands on herself.

But human emotions cannot be controlled by will alone.

"If you had refused, I would have come to find you."

"What?"

"Then I might have been turned away at the door for being rude, even as the Crown Prince."

"N-not to that extent..."

"That's a relief."

Tesser raised a faint smile. At that unfamiliar face, Eshtiel's frozen facial muscles began to melt like ice facing the spring breeze.

"But why...?"

Eshtiel asked.

It was hard to imagine why Tesser would unilaterally come to find her. To Eshtiel, who was tilting her head in confusion, Tesser boldly revealed:

"Because I needed to apologize."

"Apologize..."

Eshtiel's head dropped to the ground.

"When you think about it, Brother Tesser has nothing to apologize for... I was the one who misunderstood and... yes, unnecessarily... bothered you... such things aren't..."

"No."

Tesser directly denied Eshtiel's self-deprecating rambling.

"First, let me make it clear that I have never once found you bothersome."

"... Huh?"

"Well, sure, I've been flustered many times... but I've absolutely never felt that you were a bother."

"..."

What could be his purpose in explaining this now?

Eshtiel became even more afraid.

She feared the moment when the budding expectations would be mercilessly trampled.

Before Eshtiel's inner thoughts could be revealed, Tesser opened his mouth.

"So I want to convey this clearly."

Tesser released the arm he was escorting and stood directly in front of Eshtiel.

Then, completely setting aside his dignity as Crown Prince, Tesser bowed his waist and offered an apology to Eshtiel.

"I'm sorry."

Next Chapter"Tesser, brother...?"

In the rapidly changing situation, Eshtiel murmured his name as if entranced.

This was a first.

Until now, Tesser had always been excessively polite to everyone, never needing to apologize. Even if he had done something wrong, as the Crown Prince, he shouldn't easily offer apologies. So Eshtiel had thought Tesser would never have occasion to give a sincere apology in his lifetime.

Yet here was Tesser, bowing his head like this.

The scene unfolding before her was so surreal that Eshtiel couldn't help but part her lips in surprise.

"What... what are you sorry for, Tesser?"

"For all the lies I've been telling you until now."

"Lies?"

This too was a concept too unfamiliar coming from Tesser's mouth. Since he had always approached everything with honesty, the shock hit Eshtiel twice as hard.

"What do you mean lies... Why would you, Tesser...?"

"Because I was flustered."

Tesser continued after a moment.

"And sometimes because it was difficult. And other times simply because I was a helpless fool."

There were many reasons. There were many moments when he could only get by with lies.

"So I lied."

"What kind of lies...?"

"A very old lie. For example, when you were still young, when I said I liked you."

That lie when he asked her to keep it a secret in exchange for hard candy whenever she wanted. That was undoubtedly the first lie he had told her.

Eshtiel stepped back at this unexpected confession.

"What, what is this... That..."

Eshtiel stopped in her tracks. Then she clenched her small fists and trembled slightly. Her reddish face radiated heat as if about to burst.

She felt humiliated.

She wondered if he needed to be this harsh in rejecting her.

Just as tears were about to well up in her eyes.

Tesser continued speaking.

"And all the lies I kept telling until just last night. All of them."

"Last night..."

As far as Eshtiel could guess, there was only one thing.

The statement that Tesser already had a woman he liked. She couldn't think of anything else.

"So Tesser... you don't actually have someone you like...?"

"..."

The brief silence made Eshtiel's heart drop with a thud.

That would mean he had made up a fictional love interest as an excuse to reject her feelings.

It was beyond embarrassing—it was humiliating.

... That's what she thought. Until Tesser's next words.

"No. There is... definitely someone I like."

It was just that it had been a lie then, and now it was no longer a lie.

That's why Tesser carefully chose his words.

To be honest, from Eshtiel's perspective, it would seem like he was contradicting himself and confessing his affection in just one day.

Organizing his racing thoughts, Tesser parted his lips with difficulty.

"I'll apologize again, Eshtiel. Certainly, until last night, I thought I didn't have anyone I liked. I was convinced I never would for the rest of my life."

"... Yes."

"Even when I saw noblewomen rumored to be beautiful, or conversed with princesses from other countries, I felt nothing. So I thought I would eventually just have some political marriage."

But surprisingly, he had never once included Eshtiel as a potential political marriage candidate.

He felt she shouldn't be included.

He had been obsessed with the idea that he shouldn't view Eshtiel, who followed him so well, romantically.

He had buried the thought that this was the only reason he didn't consider Eshtiel as a political marriage candidate.

How foolish.

"I was foolish. I am... undoubtedly an irredeemable idiot."

It was inevitable that he couldn't see Eshtiel as a political marriage candidate.

Political marriage meant forming a relationship with profit in mind. But his inner feelings, which even Tesser himself hadn't recognized, rejected such a connection.

It was a natural aversion.

After all, how could the desire to form a bond with someone your heart is drawn to be limited to just the vocabulary of political strategy?

But until last night, the reality was that reason and morality had obsessively sealed away his true feelings from pursuing a love marriage.

"Let me say it again, Eshtiel."

"..."

"I'm truly sorry. For hurting you while trying to run away from my own feelings."

Tesser clutched his chest.

Just one more sentence.

Just adding that one sentence—that he actually liked her—would be enough, but the words wouldn't come out, as if his throat was blocked.

It was because of guilt.

He felt that even if he confessed now, it would sound hollow to Eshtiel. That's what he feared.

'... Ah.'


In that moment, Tesser's eyes met Eshtiel's. Eyes that were trembling yet steadfastly looking at him...

Tesser realized.

Despite the humiliation he had caused her last night,
Despite him now speaking incomprehensibly and reopening wounds that had barely formed,
Eshtiel had the courage to listen until the end, seeking composure.

His mother's assessment that she was a strong girl was indeed correct. Eshtiel was clearly much stronger than someone like him.

Therefore, if he couldn't even open his mouth because of some petty guilt weighing him down, he wasn't much of a man at all.

"Eshtiel."

And so, Tesser's lips finally held a confession.

"I like you."

"... What?"

"You might find it absurd. You'd be right to criticize me for completely changing my stance. But... after you left like that yesterday, I thought about it. About where my heart was pointing, and why I went so far as to make up a non-existent love interest..."

"..."

"By the time I reached a conclusion, I regretted it. The person I'm drawn to was already showing me more favor than I deserve, yet I was so oblivious that I pushed her away... I couldn't be more stupid."

"What are you trying to... no, what are you saying?"

"I like you."

For a moment, Eshtiel fell silent as if at a loss for words.

She bowed her head deeply, hiding her face completely. This made Tesser anxious. Did she not even want to show her face now?

"Eshtiel, I like you."

"..."

"Eshtiel."

"..."

"I like you. Probably as much as the 'like' you see."

"..."

"As much as you knew the answer when you asked about marriage."

"..."

"I like you, Eshtiel."

"..."

"Eshtiel."

"Stop..."

"I like..."

"Stop, stop saying it..."

Tesser's confession was cut off as sharply as if with scissors by Eshtiel's right of refusal.

Was it rejection?

Even if it was, he had nothing to say.

It was Tesser who had rejected her once, and it was also Tesser who was shamelessly confessing again.

A completely reversed relationship.

Tesser carefully examined the expression of the girl who now held the initiative.

'This is...'

She was red.

Her skin looked as if the heat rising from her throat was burning her entire face, all flushed.

Her crooked lips seemed to hold embarrassment rather than anger.

"Why..."

Eshtiel opened her mouth with difficulty.

"If you were going to say this, why... did you reject me then..."

"Eshtiel..."

"Why did you make me cry..."

"I'm so sorry..."

"Of course you should be sorry! Tesser, you should be extremely sorry to me!"

"Yes... you're right."

Eshtiel shouted loudly. Tesser didn't even think to argue and meekly agreed.

"Hmph."

"..."

Apart from her embarrassment, Eshtiel looked cute when she was angry.

... Yes, cute.

In the past, he would have dismissed that appreciation of cuteness as similar to looking at a small animal...

But now he knew.

Eshtiel was clearly cute. Cute enough that he wanted to keep seeing that cuteness, even if it took all sorts of effort.

Tesser was now confident he wouldn't spare any effort for that.

"Eshtiel."

"... What."

"Can you forgive me?"

"I don't know."

Eshtiel turned her head away with a swish.


Tesser was taken aback by this unexpectedly cold response, but still quietly gazed at her.

Even her cold response was so cute that he wanted to keep looking at her.

'This isn't right...'

Once he became aware of his feelings, they were hard to control.

He knew this was the time to earnestly try to appease her anger, but he kept feeling overwhelmed by desire.

Just then, Eshtiel lowered her voice.

"I won't forgive you."

"... I understand."

"How can I believe you when your words change in just one day?"

"I understand."

"So... I'm going to wait and see."

"Wait and see?"

"I'll watch how well Tesser treats me from now on, and then decide... that's what I'll do..."

Then Eshtiel added in a small voice:

"Figure it out yourself..."

In truth, Eshtiel was anxious even as she said this.

She was overjoyed that someone could change so suddenly in a day and sincerely confess to liking her.

But she couldn't express it honestly.

While her feelings were genuine, it was hard to judge whether Tesser's were the same.

'But... what if he thinks I'm being arrogant?'

What if she ended up throwing away this miraculous opportunity?

What if Tesser suddenly cooled off and withdrew his confession?

With all these anxieties blooming, Eshtiel grew restless.

"Sigh."

She heard Tesser sigh.

Simultaneously, Eshtiel's heart skipped a beat.

So she focused all her attention on Tesser's next words.

"I see. That's enough."

"Te-Tesser. I mean, that..."

"I understand."

"Huh...?"

Eshtiel stared at Tesser with a blank expression. Tesser gently curved his handsome eyes and smiled warmly.

"I'll try harder."

"..."

"I'll take the initiative as much as the trust I haven't yet given you."

"Uh."

"And as I try, I'll tell you often."

"Tell me what...?"

To Eshtiel who asked such an obvious question, Tesser gladly gave the answer.

"I like you, Eshtiel."

At this fresh and joyful confession, Eshtiel desperately pursed her lips to hide her expression.

When she finally had the composure to manage her expression, Eshtiel spoke in an awkwardly cold voice.

"Hmph, I'll keep watching you from now on. We'll see."

It was a declaration with an indescribable atmosphere.

Like hot iced tea, if one were to make a comparison.

At her voice that contained both coldness and heat, Tesser didn't dare laugh and barely maintained a solemn face.

That was necessary to preserve Eshtiel's dignity.

"Since I've been given this chance, I should start putting it into practice."

Lunchtime was approaching.

Tesser naturally escorted Eshtiel, guiding her toward the banquet hall.

"I like you, Eshtiel."

"Stop, stop saying that so suddenly..."

...... It's embarrassing.

Eshtiel swallowed the last words and deliberately focused only on what was ahead.

She didn't have the confidence to look at Tesser's profile right now.

The subtle distance where their body heat almost touched felt somehow awkward.

Eshtiel had a feeling that today's memory would stay with her for life.

If she were to name this memory, it would be the achievement of happiness.

Finally, the painful memory at the washing place was melting into a lovely reminiscence.

The sky was blue.

Eshtiel loved this world that had completely emptied itself of the colors of tragic love.

She also loved spring, when the cold of winter had passed.

She wished from the bottom of her heart that days like this would continue forever.

Next ChapterBeyond the unexplored land, high mountain ridges were covered with heaps of snow. The white blanket reflected sunlight, creating a bright morning glow that penetrated through the windows.

And so, this ordinary morning began as always with her voice calling my pet name.

"Rian."

I casually asked her, noticing she was waking up much earlier than usual.

"Aren't you lacking sleep?"

"Are you making fun of me right now?"

"...That was thoughtless of me. I apologize, Serin."

"Sigh..."

Serin, wearing a slightly transparent negligee, curled her body and shot me a sullen look. Her wolf-like eyes, which I've always found difficult to resist, occasionally make me feel intimidated.

After a brief awkward silence.

Having put aside her annoyance, Serin leaned back against a large cushion and casually brought up official matters.

"Starting today, it'll gradually get colder at night. I should arrange supplies to be distributed to the residents."

"I'll leave that to you."

"And preventing frost from damaging the crops will be Rian's responsibility."

"I should prepare for that as well."

If anything has changed about me over the years, it's that several more Dragon's Authorities have awakened within me.

One of the awakened powers was temperature manipulation, which I used to prevent damage to crops.

However, I set partial boundaries when exercising this power, as making the entire northern region warm could potentially disrupt the ecosystem.

"You know... so much has changed."

Serin gazed out the window at the estate sprawling below. The Grand Duke's estate, which had been filled with withered dead trees until we came to the north...

The once desolate landscape had regained its greenery, and colorful fresh flowers now brought vitality to the Grand Duke's castle.

"A long time has passed, after all."

"Are you saying I've grown old?"

"If that's the case, then I must have aged just as much."

When I teasingly asked back, Serin firmly denied it.

"Absolutely not. Rian hasn't changed at all since when we first met."

"I feel the same way whenever I look at Serin."

"...I take it back. Your silver tongue has certainly developed..."

"Well, people are meant to evolve."

Honestly, I sometimes find it strange when Serin brings this up. She's barely approaching thirty in two years, yet she talks as if she's an elderly person who has lived a full life. Other noble ladies would have given her disapproving looks if they heard this.

"Sometimes I miss the Rian who would get flustered at the slightest teasing."

"Did you enjoy that so much?"

"It was fun. You have no idea how much I drooled every time your face turned bright red."

"D-Drooled..."

"Well, that's how it was."

I must have failed to hide my disgusted expression. Even Serin, who brought it up, was now avoiding my eyes while pretending to be calm.

'Those days back then...'

Every moment has been a continuous happiness for me since meeting Serin, so I have no regrets. But if someone were to ask if I missed the Serin from the past, I would have no choice but to silently nod.

It's still quite early in the dawn morning to start the day's schedule.

I gently closed my eyes as I filled the empty spaces between Serin's fingers with my own.

Reminiscing about us from those days back then.

◇

"This is a victory for humanity."

"I can't deny that..."

At my triumphant declaration, Sister Narin quietly sipped her tea. My fiery gaze must have made her throat burn.

"It's quite amazing, though. Serin getting engaged. And so quickly at that..."

"Hehe. Do you finally recognize my driving force?"

"I've known that since before. Even a bulldozer wouldn't stand a chance against you."

"Well, I can beat a bulldozer with my bare hands now!"

"Ahaha."

Sister Narin laughed, half in a daze. The reality, which couldn't be dismissed as a joke, seemed rather surreal.

'You've been through so much...'


I reflected on my own actions, especially focusing on recent events leading up to the engagement.

Our engagement happened with lightning speed.

Perhaps because it started with Rahilt's statement about taking my innocence, everything proceeded urgently. It was so rushed that no rumors circulated in social circles until right before our engagement was announced.

The day our engagement was announced was so thrilling...

I could now legally deal with potential mistresses who flirted with Rahilt. I could rightfully express jealousy over Rahilt's actions. I had legally acquired the armband to control female attention.

"But I have to admit, it's impressive. Thinking about it normally, your connection with Rahilt is almost a miracle."

"In what way?"

"Well, like your backgrounds?"

"That's... true."

Me, who was close to being the Imperial Princess, and Rahilt, the child of a deposed emperor.

Our dramatically twisted backgrounds seemed like an impenetrable wall that could never be merged. That's why I aimed to become the most powerful empress to suppress those who opposed Rahilt.

...Of course, seducing Rahilt to keep him by my side was a separate issue. That was merely the primary condition to pass.

Even if I had wielded powerful imperial authority, Rahilt's heart would have been a different matter.

From Rahilt's perspective, who suffered persecution as the child of a deposed emperor, it wouldn't have been unreasonable for him to hate me.

However, his mother-in-law forcibly suppressed any hatred he might have felt. Moreover, Rahilt's inherently good nature added to this.

An incredibly abnormal situation.

But it's clear that I benefited from this abnormality.

Such coincidences piled up to create the current circumstances.

I think I had incredibly good luck, regardless of my abilities.

"I guess it was fortune."

"Incredible fortune. Getting together with your favorite character—what ultimate fan achievement could top that?"

"Hehe..."

Seeing me laugh without composure, Sister Narin chuckled.

"So who was your favorite character, Sister? You said the Second Prince was an extra who exited before the story even began, so it couldn't be him..."

"Luca would be very disappointed if he heard that."

An ambiguous answer.

Was she saying the Second Prince would be disappointed if he heard my question?
Or was she saying he'd be disappointed if her favorite character was revealed?

Either way, feeling my question was thoughtless, I kept my mouth shut.

"You can be quite cute sometimes, Serin."

"Hmm-hmm."

"Well, it wasn't really a difficult question anyway."

"R-Really?"

"Yes."

Sister Narin nodded lightly and spoke plainly.

"I didn't really have a favorite character."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Just what I said. I've read many interesting works, but I don't think I've ever liked a character enough to be immersed in them."

"Wha...?"

"Maybe you have too many preconceptions about reincarnators and possessors?"

"Definitely!"

A characteristic of reincarnators and possessors is usually having intense affection for the work they've been reincarnated or possessed into.

That was the general cliché, and I too loved Rahilt immensely, if not the work itself. Enough to keep reading a trashy novel just because of Rahilt...

Sister Narin meant she never had such passion.

"Well, there are various scenarios these days. Like being possessed into a novel you've only read the first chapter of, or into a novel written by a friend..."

"Honestly, I wouldn't be confident about surviving in such situations."

"It would depend on the difficulty level. I'm a princess with good physical abilities, but if I were possessed into a useless character, hmm..."

"Anyway, I agree."

Based on my preconceptions, Sister Narin's muggle-like aspect seemed to have other reasons.

"Sister Narin."

"Yes?"

"Are there no otaku among Korean university students?"

"...Of course there are. People are people everywhere."


"Ah, right, of course."

So this sister was just a muggle.

I couldn't help feeling disappointed.

"Then I must seem really strange to you."

"Huh? Why?"

"I wonder how I appear to a normal person like you, panting after my favorite character and reaching the peak of fandom..."

"Well, um... like those sausage pillows with illustrations? What were they called again?"

"Dakimakura."

"Yes, that's it. Dakimakura. I don't think much of those things, but if it's a real human being, what more is there to say? This is the world we have to live in, after all. It's not fiction but proper reality."

"Oh..."

A muggle who's tolerant of hardcore otaku. Now that's a rare find. Plus, she's a Korean university student and mature, making her someone to look up to.

I was honestly touched.

Until her next words were released from her lips.

"So I'm curious. I know this curiosity is very rude, but... Serin."

She said.

"You two, honestly, how far have you gone?"

"..."

For a moment, I thought Sister Narin was teasing me. But the innocent, sparkling eyes before me revealed her pure sincerity.

"How far... you mean..."

"Yes, yes. I don't have anyone to get advice from about these things... and no experience, so your story is valuable."

"For example?"

"How do you naturally hold hands? And how many days into dating can you kiss? Should you use tongue for the first kiss?"

"..."

"And, um, also, when sleeping together... I mean, about intimate bedtime matters."

"..."

"How do you bring it up? And... does it hurt? Or does it feel good...? I'm curious about the sensation..."

"Haha..."

I narrowed my eyes and let out a light laugh. Only then did Sister Narin, with a flushed face, back away.

"S-Sorry. Such questions are inappropriate... It must be embarrassing to talk about even between close friends. I got carried away first, but please just forget I asked."

"Forget..."

"Yes, forget it..."

"Forget it, you say..."

"...Yes."

Sister Narin hunched her shoulders and looked at me nervously.

It was a misunderstanding.

Her tone wasn't particularly offensive, nor was it vulgar gossip that would be embarrassing to discuss.

Yet the reason I suddenly felt down was just one.

"...There's nothing to forget."

"Ah, yes! Let's forget it. Thank you."

"No, that's not what I meant."

"Serin?"

I revealed the truth I had been trying to avoid.

"There's nothing to tell about Rian and me..."

We hold hands.

We kiss. But mostly just pecks.

Nothing else beyond that.

Rahilt's sense of chastity is ironclad...

I don't know if he got PTSD from my father after joking about taking my innocence...

But he never crosses the line.

"...I see."

From that point on, Sister Narin had to savor a long silence along with her tea.

Next ChapterAfter my conversation with a red-faced Narin ended, I waited for Rahilt at the Academy's back gate a short while later.

The main entrance had too much foot traffic and drew attention. Now that my engagement with Rahilt was official, rumors about us were constantly on people's lips. Not only that, but wherever we went, all eyes were on us, making me feel like a caged animal.

That's why our journey home always began from the back gate.

Of course, the back gate didn't completely shield us from people's attention, but at least it wasn't so obvious that we felt self-conscious.

"Ah...!"

I couldn't help but exclaim.

The colors of the man wearing a monocle that emphasized his intellectual charm were simply breathtaking.

If I had to describe them: a cool blue and rich gold.

His eyes were like the most beautiful sea spray gathered into perfect spheres.

His hair was like a golden wheat field swaying in the sunset glow.

This lovely man, who was about to become completely mine, walked toward me.

"Lian!"

"Have you been waiting long, Serin?"

"Not at all. I haven't been waiting at all!"

"That's a relief, then."

Rahilt extended his hand naturally with a bright smile. I gladly took it, closing the distance between us.

Though I was merely holding a hand slightly larger and thicker than my own, that small hand seemed to contain the entire world.

The warm temperature transmitted through his soft skin. A gaze as warm as that heat. And the wind blowing from the sunset sky, brushing through Rahilt's golden hair.

I could confidently say there was no greater happiness than this—Rahilt's thick hand held a happiness that was difficult to describe in words.

"Did anything special happen today?"

"It was an ordinary day, like any other. If I had to mention one thing, it would be about Eshtiel."

"Tiel again?"

"It's not something to be taken lightly."

"What happened?"

"Something definitely happened."

Only then did I notice Rahilt's troubled expression and gently pressed him.

"Did Tiel cause trouble?"

"Trouble would be one way to put it..."

"Why? What did she do?"

Rahilt seemed to have difficulty opening up.

What could his adorable sister-in-law have done to make Rahilt so anxious?

By this point, I was getting curious.

Rahilt finally spoke after we had walked in parallel for at least ten more steps.

"It seems... Eshtiel has shown remarkable talent for gambling."

"G-gambling...? You mean, actual gambling...?"

"It's difficult to say out loud... but yes, that's right."

"Oh my."

How old is she to be gambling?

Even in my previous world, youth gambling was such a problem. I guess people are the same everywhere!

Rahilt continued:

"It started when I entered the elementary class a bit early. The children were placing thin books on playing cards and flipping them."

"...Huh?"

"They would slap the book to make the cards bounce, and if about four cards showed the same face, they would win."

"Wait, this is..."

It was ddakji.

A folk gambling game played by elementary and middle school students with minimal economic means in modern times. I never expected to encounter a description of ddakji in this world, which was quite bewildering.

"I think they usually hide it when professors are about to enter. But they were caught by me when I came in a bit early."

"Wasn't there a lookout?"

"They're not quite that cunning yet. Anyway, that's not the important part..."

"What is?"

"The problem is that Eshtiel was holding a rather heavy coin purse and cheering in victory."

"How cute...!"

"It's not cute at all...!"

"Ahem!"

After momentarily letting out an exclamation at the scene I'd imagined, I quickly composed myself after noticing Rahilt's expression.

Rahilt looked truly distressed.

"Eshtiel... if she needed more allowance, she could have just asked... I would have given it to her... though I should limit her candy..."

'Even in this situation, he's still restricting her candy...'

Even this made the siblings doubly adorable.

"The Academy may not discriminate based on social status, but how could a count's daughter be gambling with playing cards? I... I... simply cannot understand Eshtiel's psychology."


"Well, that's..."

It's probably because you're the embodiment of a righteous scholar.

Rahilt likely couldn't understand people who gamble at all. He probably couldn't comprehend how games of pure chance with money at stake could be enjoyable.

Besides, I couldn't exactly comfort Rahilt wholeheartedly since I had played ddakji myself in my previous world.

"I think... Tiel wasn't gambling for money."

"Was there another motive?"

"Pure fun. The satisfaction of making all the cards show the same face through her hand movements! The money just amplifies that satisfaction."

"You... seem to understand their psychology very well. I hope this doesn't mean that you also..."

"Hey now!"

This is why I dislike perceptive people.

I tried to soothe Rahilt with the heart of an alchemist attempting plausibility.

"It's just a guess. Come on, Lian must have played some addictive games too, right?"

"I've never tried such games."

"...Did you just study at home all the time?"

"Most of my schedule was filled with Rodrick's private tutoring."

"..."

I suppose that makes sense. That's how he became an Academy professor at such a young age.

I also lived intensely with the sole ambition of becoming Emperor, but Rahilt's life difficulty was set to extreme hard mode.

Can't be helped. I'll have to help him now.

"Listen, Lian."

"Yes?"

"Despite appearances, I'm quite human. I believe people need something they can immerse themselves in and enjoy."

"Even if it's ddakji?"

"Did you just say the word?"

"..."

This time, Rahilt pitifully closed his mouth. Every single one of his actions was adorably cute.

"So, let's find something together."

"Something we can enjoy?"

"Of course! Let's find something both of us can enjoy!"

Rahilt's gently curved eyes widened slightly.

My confident declaration must have struck a chord in Rahilt's heart.

As if to prove my momentary speculation wasn't arrogance, Rahilt smiled broadly.

"That... sounds quite exciting."

How bewitching. It was a devilishly charming smile that made me want to pounce on him immediately.

I had to deliberately make a fuss to shake off that impulse.

"Right? Isn't it exciting? Just wait. I'll find something so fun that you'll have dark circles under your eyes."

"That wouldn't be desirable no matter what."

"We'll see. I wonder how you'll react when I scold you for being undesirable later."

"We shall see."

It was a brief answer infused with clear determination that he would maintain his standards regardless of what activity I introduced.

This was subtly provoking my competitive spirit.

"Tomorrow begins the Academy's long holiday, right?"

"We have four days off for the Academy's founding day."

"Great. Perfect timing. Let's spend a whole day together then. I'll definitely find the perfect enjoyment for you."

"I'm honored, Serin."

Rahilt really can't lie.

Even if dirt got in his eyes, he couldn't say he was looking forward to it. Rahilt truly wasn't betting on finding addictive fun.

And he didn't know that this only provoked my stubbornness more.

'He's lived that way all his life... what can I do? I should be grateful just to have secured four consecutive date promises.'

For now, it was time to part ways.

Two carriages came into view, crossing paths.

One was headed for the Imperial Palace, and the other for Count Elenot's Estate.

As we exchanged farewells and parted, Rahilt casually added:

"I'll see you again soon."

At the time, I thought he was referring to our holiday date.

True to his word, our next meeting happened much sooner than expected.

◇

"Mother."

After returning to the Imperial Palace during dinner, I suddenly turned my gaze toward my mother. I noticed her appearance had clearly changed from before.


"Your belly has grown quite a bit."

"Seriniel, you think so too, right?"

"It shows."

Considerable time had passed since my mother had conceived. During that time, her once slim belly had visibly swelled with the seed of life.

Father was awkwardly shy beside Mother.

Both of them are quite remarkable at their age.

Especially Mother, who unlike me doesn't have a strong physique and is just an ordinary woman...

Right at that moment, both Father and Mother suddenly stared at me as if they'd stopped breathing.

"Don't tell me, Seriniel...?"

"Seriniel... I know you don't usually look with such a sentimental gaze."

"What are you both talking about?"

I asked out of genuine curiosity. In place of my pregnant mother, Father lowered his voice gravely.

"That time... was 'that excuse' actually real?"

"What excuse?"

"Well... you know, when the Grand Duke came to discuss territory matters..."

"Ah~ You mean when Lian took my virginity?"

"PFFT!!!"

The most dramatic reaction to my casual response came not from Father or Mother, but from Tesser.

"S-Sister... I hadn't heard about this...!"

"Oh dear."

Perhaps the stimulation was too strong for Tesser, who was in the midst of puberty.

Your face has turned into an apple, my dear brother.

"I'll leave the details for Father to explain... hmm."

Come to think of it, Father and Mother are being too much.

Can't I show some interest when Mother's belly is growing? What an impolite reaction!

'Or is this karma for my past neglect of family...?'

Suddenly at a loss for words, I quietly put down my utensils.

"...... I've lost my appetite. Please excuse me. Father, Mother."

"Lost your appetite...? Seriniel, could that be morning sickness...!"

"Shut your mouth, dear!"

Father jumped to an absurd misunderstanding while Mother feared his words might leak out.

In the midst of this confusing dinner, only Tesser's mumbling faintly reached my ears.

"Sister... how could you..."

No. That's not it, you little brat.

... Everyone was being too dramatic.

◇

By the time darkness had completely enveloped the sky, I was leaning against the terrace railing.

The Imperial Palace at night is surprisingly beautiful.

The Mansion of the Sorcerer had developed LED-grade lamps ages ago, yet many spaces in the palace still stubbornly used oil lamps. This classic obstinacy brought a contradictory coziness to the splendid palace.

Looking down at such scenery while enjoying the night breeze had long become my daily routine.

As I was taking in the cool air deeply.

"Are you out here?"

"Gasp...!"

Rahilt's melodious voice shook my brain waves chaotically.

"L-Lian...? Are you crazy? If I had recognized you even 0.1 seconds later, I might have collapsed...!?"

"That's truly frightening. I'll be more careful in the future."

"Never mind being careful, how did you get here...? The Imperial Palace security is quite substantial."

"I came because I missed you."

"Don't try to smooth things over with such sweet talk. How did you get here...? The security level of the Imperial Palace is quite high."

"If I want to do something, there are always ways. You know that, don't you?"

Rahilt said this while conjuring a fog.

The billowing fog settled to the ground, spreading out like a cloud. Only then did I realize how Rahilt had arrived here.

"You're truly amazing."

"I'm glad you think so."

Somehow, this wasn't like Rahilt—it lacked context.

I tilted my head in confusion.

After the cool night breeze caressed us for a while.

He extended his hand first.

"How about a walk under the night sky?"

Next ChapterWith a soft "poof," my feet sank into the dark cloud.

The normally formless cloud embraced my ankles with a sensation so exquisite it felt almost rapturous.

Once I had fully stepped onto the cloud, Rahilt also placed his foot on the cloud that had spread out beneath us like a magic carpet.

"It would be safer if you sat down."

He suggested I take a seat. Faced with this once-in-a-lifetime magical experience, I quickly nodded.

"Then I won't hesitate... Whoa."

The moment my bottom touched the cloud, I was greeted by a softness like sinking into a pile of wool. While "wool" was the closest comparison, there were clear limits to describing such a sensation with words. It was that peculiar of a feeling.

"If you've adjusted, we'll depart now, Serin."

"Oh... please drive safely."

Just as I made that little joke, my body lifted gently and the night breeze wrapped around me softly. As I savored that breeze, the ground grew increasingly distant, and the large trees transformed into mere twigs. Soon, the palace lanterns looked like nothing more than tiny red dots.

"My goodness, Rian. You know what? I'm feeling excited for the first time in ages."

"Is that so?"

"Completely. Enormously. Spectacularly."

"Haha."

Rahilt responded with an awkward laugh to my regressive way of expressing myself. I felt a bit embarrassed, but that feeling quickly faded as my anticipation reached its peak.

"I've never even been on an airplane..."

During my school days, field trips meant traveling by bus. Even when visiting other regions, we took trains, never airplanes.

I had always wondered what it would feel like to gently ascend into the sky, and finally, that curiosity was satisfied.

'This is fantastic.'

Strictly speaking, this wasn't my first time taking to the skies. When Rahilt was corrupted by black magic and temporarily lost his mind, he had enveloped the entire palace in force and lifted it nearly to the stratosphere.

The situation was so chaotic and serious that I hadn't felt any excitement whatsoever. And when Rahilt lost consciousness mid-flight, I ended up skydiving from the stratosphere.

But now was different.

This gentle night stroll, maintaining an altitude of just a few hundred meters, was much more enjoyable.

The darkness beyond the visible horizon. When I turned my gaze from that to look beside me, Rahilt's face brought me pure bliss. The truth was, the best part wasn't the sky journey itself, but being snugly pressed against Rahilt while traveling through the sky.

"Rian."

"Yes, Serin."

"This is common knowledge, but temperature drops as altitude increases."

"I'm aware of that."

"Ah, I see you were."

Did you really think I was teaching you because I thought you didn't know?

In any case, he still has a long way to go before developing better intuition.

What can I do? I'll just have to spoon-feed him.

"Ah! My hands are cold. Don't I have something warm nearby?"

"Hmm..."

Finally interpreting my careful setup, Rahilt took my hand that had been floating lonely in the air and shared his warmth with me.

If only he'd done this from the start.

Now that I'd spoon-fed him once, my mischievousness surged. That's why I decided to take it a step further.

"Hmm, maybe it's because I didn't eat enough dinner? I can't seem to engage my core..."

"..."

"What if I fall backward because I'm too weak?"

"Really now... that must be the least convincing lie you could possibly tell."

"What?"

"Well, in terms of pure physical strength, excluding authority, I'm quite capable of handling you..."

"Oh come on, what are you saying, seriously!"

At that moment, I curled up and buried my head, feeling a sense of feminine shame.

The emotion that followed was anger.

I was angry at my physical specs that wouldn't allow me to pretend to be a delicate woman even if my mouth were torn trying, and I was angry at Rahilt for carelessly throwing stones.

'I don't know. Maybe I should just stop talking altogether.'

...but that inner resolve completely collapsed and disappeared within exactly three seconds.

"That's simply the truth."

Saying this, Rahilt moved behind my curled-up form and supported my back. Then, wrapping both hands around my waist, he straightened my curled upper body and guided me to lean against his chest.

My surprise at this unexpected ambush was momentary.

He had instantly quelled my anger that had been erupting like an active volcano.


"Of course, regardless of the truth, it's not that I don't want to hold you."

"Ugh..."

This man is evolving.

It seems he's learned how to handle people skillfully.

I leaned my back against Rahilt's somewhat firm chest muscles and sank into his heated embrace.

When I focused my consciousness on my ears, I could hear Rahilt's breathing coming in like the tide and going out like the ebb, repeating. It took only a moment for me to prefer his warm breath over the cool night breeze of the open sky.

"Are you perhaps upset?"

"Oh please."

Upset?

For Rahilt's vocabulary, that was quite a colloquial choice. This belated attempt at normalcy felt awkward. I suppose I had always expected him to continue making efforts to choose elegant words.

"I'm not upset at all, okay? What do you take me for... hmph."

"Just this once, I'll pretend to believe you."

"Well..."

Oh my.

Now he's really trying to devour me. But I firmly believe it's still premature for Rahilt to defeat me. The pleasure of teasing him is like sweet fruit—too early to give up.

"Rian?"

"Yes."

"Give me your hand."

Rahilt obediently offered his hand at my sudden request. I took both his hands and placed them against my cheeks.

His palms, full of warmth, heated my cold cheeks and evoked a wonderful feeling.

I closed my eyes and savored both the cool breeze and the warm body heat simultaneously.

"Mmm... this is nice."

I tilted my head slightly and rested it on Rahilt's shoulder. Our eyes met at close range, reflecting each other like windows. I was enjoying Rahilt's bashful expression from what could only be described as a VIP seat at close proximity.

"Are you just going to stay still?"

"...Pardon?"

"Our faces are close, your hands are on my cheeks, the scenery is fantastic, and there's no one around."

I asked again, teasingly.

"Are you really not going to do anything?"

"Ugh."

Rahilt finally understood my intention and blushed.

Frustratingly, I think I must be the same.

The reason I always want to win against him is because the size of my affection is just as great.

If his face turns red, undoubtedly mine is in a state perfect for teasing too.

"I thought I had become somewhat accustomed, but you often show me more than that, Serin."

"Well, what can we do?"

I grinned.

"We'll just have to practice more, more, more until we get used to it."

"Haha..."

"We're close enough for that kind of freedom now, aren't we?"

"Indeed, you're absolutely right."

Rahilt ended with those words and slowly closed the distance between us.

Although we had come out for a night stroll presumably to view the night sky, now all I could see was Rahilt.

Lips meeting. A sensation softer than clouds.

Pleasant moisture passes between us, intensifying each other's heat.

"Haah..."

"Mmm..."

Our lips refuse to part. If the gap widens momentarily as if to catch our breath, we press our lips together again as if we had indeed just been catching our breath. In this series of actions, there was no question of who initiated.

The only potential onlooker was an owl gliding through the night sky.

There was absolutely nothing to break the heated atmosphere.

"I... I don't know what to do."

After finishing the long kiss, Rahilt's voice trembled.

"When I'm like this, you become so precious that I don't want to be apart from you for even a moment."


Saying this, Rahilt embraced me tightly, applying excessive force. Meanwhile, I didn't mind the feeling of being completely restrained, and my heart raced. I was seriously contemplating whether I might be the type who enjoys being restrained.

'No... I shouldn't have had such desires... hmm.'

Maybe I just like it because it's Rahilt.

Either way, my heartbeat had accelerated enough to disturb my calm state of mind.

'I am a wolf... like a wolf roaming the wilderness...'

I may love for a lifetime, but I won't be devoured.

I'll become a merciless predator and devour you instead.

"Rian. At this point, there's something I want to ask."

"I'm listening."

Encouraged by his readily permissive attitude, I playfully asked a question.

"What do you like about me?"

Of course, Rahilt immediately gave a perfect answer, but—

"Serin is always confident no matter where or when..."

"Ah, not that kind of thing."

I instantly corrected my question to something that would trouble him.

"Limited to my exterior."

"That's... well..."

"For reference, describing my facial features is prohibited."

"..."

Well, predictably, he would have gone on about sapphire-like blue eyes and ebony-like black hair. The kind of descriptions you'd find in the introduction of a romance fantasy novel.

Both Rahilt and I know how pretty my face is.

That's why I'm asking indirectly.

What part of me triggers your lust! ...like that.

It's so crude that he might withhold his answer. But even that would be cute, so it's fine. The goal itself is to throw Rahilt into confusion.

'No, that's not it.'

...... I've had a better idea.

I immediately put my thoughts into action.

"Hey, my lovely fiancé?"

"...Yes."

"It's so difficult that you can't find anything, right?"

"Well, um, perhaps that might be the case."

"Am I that charmless..."

"Not at all...! It's just that saying it out loud is... a little..."

"Aha? You feel it intuitively, but it's hard to describe?"

"That's exactly it."

Got you, my dear.

You're already caught in my web.

"Then we should find out together. Don't you think?"

"..."

Rahilt seemed to sense an instinctive threat and held his tongue.

Not that it meant my mouth would take a rest, of course.

"Rian, you don't know this, do you? Actually, I keep a pretty little wolf in my bedroom."

"Y-you do?"

His eyes wavered as if to claim there couldn't possibly have been any animal presence...

Well then, I should create that animal presence.

"Rian."

"...Yes."

"Would you like to see the wolf in my bedroom later?"

"Is there... really one?"

"Of course, would I ever lie to you?"

I smiled sweetly and whispered in Rahilt's ear.

"Growl."

Next ChapterThe cool night sky walk came to a swift end.

It might sound ridiculous, but I can't remember anything up to the moment I stepped onto the terrace outside the bedroom.

After blatantly seducing Rahilt, I was overwhelmed by such intense embarrassment that I fell silent. And it seemed Rahilt felt the same way.

I firmly took Rahilt's hesitant hand and pulled him into the bedroom.

"...Come in."

"Serin."

"We need to... see the wolf."

"..."

A nod.

Rahilt, unable to hide his blushing face, slowly walked inside.

The moment when history would be written was approaching.

◇

"Haah..."

"Mmh."

Near the tightly closed terrace entrance, we slowly pressed our lips together. Our tongues intertwined in pleasure, smoothly exchanging affection and warming our body temperature.

"Rian..."

I let his nickname slip from my lips in a yearning voice. As if I wanted him so desperately I couldn't bear it.

Squeeze.

My arms passionately embraced the back of his neck. At the same time, the softness of my chest pressed against him, squishing and swelling.

This was my first time being so forward with a kiss. It felt like the beginning of a pleasure I had never known.

"Whew."

I barely managed to part my lips and looked clearly into Rahilt's eyes. And we confirmed the genuine emotions in each other's eyes one last time.

"This would normally only be possible after a wedding ceremony."

Suppressing the instinct that surged impulsively, he asked one final time.

"The wedding night, I suppose."

"..."

"Are you truly certain about this?"

I answered Rahilt's concerned question with a sly smile. But when he still showed signs of hesitation, I added:

"Rian has been watching over me for quite some time, hasn't he?"

"Yes. It has been quite long, I suppose."

"And yet, do I seem like someone with ulterior motives? Me?"

"Ha. Haha..."

He laughed emptily after hearing what was essentially an aggressive confirmation.

But that didn't last long.

Our hot breaths urged the next action.

"Wah!"

I let out a sharp cry when Rahilt lifted me like a princess. By the time my body sank into the soft bed sheets, I unconsciously narrowed my eyes and inhaled.

"Now, there's no turning back, Serin."

"Y-you absolutely can."

When the moment I had been anticipating finally arrived, my body stiffened with tension.

I wondered if Rahilt was sharing the same experience.

I was torn between contradictory emotions—wanting him to be experienced, yet also wanting him not to be.

'I hope he's good at this... but I also don't want him to be...!'

I want him to be as good as I am nervous. But I also want to see him struggle a bit, since I want a fresh experience. He's rarely bad at anything, so I'd like to see him be bad at this. It would be cute.

Before I could shake off these thoughts, he gently pressed his lips against mine.

Chu.

A tender peck.

It was just a light kiss, but it sent shivers down my spine.

Chu.

Chu.

"Ah... mmh..."

The location of those light kisses gradually moved downward.

From my lips to my left cheek.

From my left cheek to my throat.

And then to my collarbone.

Each time the soft sensation and gentle kissing sound traced over me, my skin tingled.

A strange sensation.

But an addictively pleasant one.

"Serin."

"Y-yes..."

"As you've permitted... I'll proceed."

Proceed?

What does he mean by that?

Such foolish questions turned blank white the moment Rahilt began unbuttoning my chest area.

Click, click.

With each button of my white shirt undone, the warm air of the bedroom caressed my exposed skin.

Eventually, the fully opened shirt left only my underwear and moonlight-reflecting skin.

"Haa..."

Rahilt exhaled as if drained of strength. To me, he looked like he was fighting a final battle with his reason.

Feeling mischievous, I removed the undergarment covering my chest, revealing myself to him.

"Hmm, Rian?"

"Ugh...!"

I might be mistaken, but I thought I heard a snap as Rahilt's patience broke.

He began to carefully caress my breasts.

"Ah...!"

"Does it hurt?"

"N-no, not at all. It's just..."

I placed Rahilt's other hand on my remaining breast and provocatively said:

"Touch me more."

"Ugh...!"

Given permission for indecency, Rahilt gradually shed his hesitation.

I clutched the pillow with both hands and stared intently at Rahilt as he caressed my breasts above me. He looked like a child absorbed in a new toy, without any composure. His unfocused eyes betrayed his state of mind.

That's when it happened.

"Ahh!"

A strange pleasure tingled down my spine.

Rahilt's neat fingernail had brushed against my nipple.

Until now, I had never particularly noticed it even when bathing, but when Rahilt touched it, the sensation was peculiar.

"Is it here?"

He gently stroked the protruding area while lightly kneading my breast. Unlike the brief pleasure I had felt earlier, as he continued to rub around my nipple, my entire body grew hot.

"Mmh, haah... mmm..."

Squeeze.

As pleasure swept through my body, I naturally gripped the soft pillow tighter. Seeing this, Rahilt began to experiment with different approaches to gauge my reactions.

Flicking my nipple with a ping. Using just his fingertips to brush back and forth. Each time, I couldn't help but let out embarrassing sounds.

"Mmh, haah... Rian."

"...Yes."

"..."

"Serin?"

This is bad.

Somehow, I felt embarrassed.

When I invited him in, I never imagined... I didn't know that making requests in bed would be this embarrassing.

When I ran simulations in my head, I smoothly progressed through everything with confidence, but that was truly a delusion among delusions.

"Are you alright...?"

"Y-yes... I'm fine, but Rian, th-that..."

"Tell me."

Fearing our passion might cool if I dragged this out any longer, I finally made my request.

"...With your mouth."

"Mouth... You mean..."

"......Your tongue."


"..."

At that moment, Rahilt's deep blue eyes couldn't hide his excitement. I'm not sure why, but he seems to like it.

"Rian..."

I gently cupped the back of Rian's neck with the hand that had been clutching the pillow. The pull was very gentle. With that, Rian's face softly descended to my chest.

Then, his slightly wet tongue slowly licked the pink protrusion.

A completely different feeling from fingers.

"Mmh, haah, ahh...!"

"Huu..."

Wet and warm. And soft. The attentive caress made my waist twitch slightly.

'Something... feels strange...!'

But it's not unpleasant at all.

None other than Rahilt was exploring my chest like a child.

The man who normally valued dignity and propriety like his life was now focused solely on desire, helplessly leaning into me.

A sense of achievement. And heat. And love.

Various emotions merged into one, becoming the driving force that powerfully beat my heart.

"Serin..."

He called my name as if seeking permission.

He seemed to be asking for approval for something, but instinct moved ahead of him as his hand headed toward the inside of my thigh.

While still not stopping his nipple caresses, he used his free hand to stroke the skin of my thigh.

'It tickles...!'

It was a sensitive area regardless of being an erogenous zone. But apart from the ticklish feeling, a tingling sensation rose from my thigh to my lower abdomen.

Eventually, as Rahilt's fingers followed that sensation upward:

"Huh...?"

Even before reaching my private area, his fingers had become slippery.

Even a fool would know it wasn't sweat.

'Am I wet...? Already...?'

Is Rahilt skilled?

I don't know. I'd need a point of comparison to tell.

As Rahilt's hand caressed around my private area, the tingling feeling in my lower abdomen grew increasingly heated.

I wanted to blurt out for him to touch me directly.

"Rian... Rian..."

I closed my slightly parted thighs and grabbed his hand. I thought Rahilt would understand what I meant.

"...Ah."

He let out a soft exclamation.

As expected of Rahilt. Like a true romance novel protagonist, he's quick to understand.

...Or so I thought, but by then, Rahilt's face was moving further from my view.

'Huh? He could just move his hand up...'

As curiosity welled up, Rahilt's two hands boldly spread my closed thighs. And then... and then...!

"Ah, mmh, Ra-Rahilt!?"

I was so startled that I called him by his full name instead of his nickname. But Rahilt, who had already transformed misunderstanding into certainty, didn't stop.

The secret place between my thoroughly wet thighs.

There... Rahilt's lips made contact.

"Mmh, haah, ugh, Rahi—Rian... Rian...!!!"

The tongue that had been so delicately intertwined in kisses now skillfully played with my private area. Faced with a form of caress I had never even imagined, I helplessly crumpled and clawed at the bed sheets.

"Hagh, ahh... kuh, Rian... Rian... ah... mmh...!"

He parted the split crevice and traced it. He kissed it continuously, moving up and down. Just when I thought I could catch my breath as he gently sucked, he would suddenly become rough and skillfully torment me.

"Mmh, hmgh...!"

Then suddenly, my body convulsed on its own and my waist lifted.

Even without experience, I knew what this was.

This must be what they call "coming."

"Hagh... ahng... Rian... wait, wait a moment..."

"Yes?"

When Rahilt raised his head, his mouth was wet with my fluids. But far from being dirty, it looked incredibly erotic.

Even though I had just climaxed, my body was already heated with desire again at the sight of Rahilt.

I rushed toward him as he knelt there, staring at me blankly.

"Let me undo your buttons too."

I dare say this:

There has never been and will never be a moment where my concentration was as heightened as now, unbuttoning Rahilt's shirt.

Wanting to save even a second, my hand movements were almost worthy of being called a god of tailoring.

"Haah..."

"Serin..."

I couldn't help but admire Rahilt's chest as it was finally revealed.

The thick, defined muscles had at last been liberated from the clothing that had annoyingly concealed them.

"Really... I've seen it once before, but I never tire of it."

His body had muscles balanced in an unrealistically beautiful way.

It made my patience seem incredibly shabby.

So, I first left a deep kiss mark on Rahilt's upper chest.

"Ugh."

Indeed, Rahilt's reaction was honest. As I pressed my fingers firmly against his hard chest, a slight wrinkle appeared between his brows. It seemed quite difficult for him to endure.

"Rian needs to know that my patience is petty."

"What do you mean...?"

"It's hard to hold back, that's what."

Immediately after, I reached for Rahilt's waistband.

Amusingly, he instinctively tried to defend himself. As if he had forgotten what kind of situation this was.

As soon as I glared at him, he hesitantly rubbed his face with his hands that were suspended in mid-air.

Without time to savor his cute attitude, I gently pushed him down onto the bed.

'Finally...!'

As I opened the zipper, undid the button, and explored beyond his underwear:

'...Huh?'

I couldn't help but show dismay at the sudden ordeal.

'Is this... right...?'

No matter how conservative South Korea might be, the era of sloppy sex education was in the early 2000s.

In other words, even without dating experience, I generally know what I should know.

So it's not like I haven't heard about this, but...

I trembled my eyebrows as I looked at Rahilt's "thing."

'...Isn't it, quite big?'

Is that hidden normally?
Is that physically possible?
How does it not protrude on the outside?
Is there some kind of wormhole in men's underwear?
What is this, a joke?

'Beyond that, originally...'

This... goes in? Into the hole...?

I think getting stabbed outright would hurt less?

While I was trying to sort through my concerns, Rahilt's thing twitched.

I was startled and flinched.

My heated body temperature somehow cooled, and I became afraid of what would come next.

"Um... Rian."

"...Yes, Serin."

"I'm curious about something..."

"Tell me."

"Well, um..."

After contemplating for a while, I finally blurted out:

"Is it possible to shrink this, put it in, and then make it grow again?"

"...That's obviously impossible."

Of course it is!

I closed my eyes tightly and shuddered at the mystery of the human body.

As if sensing my concern, Rahilt sat up and embraced me. Then, he whispered gently into my ear:

"Serin. I too am inexperienced, so I cannot guarantee anything. But... I want to try my best to make this a joyful time for both of us."


"Rian..."

"Will you allow me?"

"Uuh..."

Perhaps, with Rahilt's kind nature, he might suggest stopping here. No, he must have considered it.

But in the end, what he asked for was to continue.

It must have been the result of gathering courage.

Then, as the one who seduced him and brought him to the bedroom... I can't help but want to reciprocate.

Since I started this dangerous game, avoiding it would be cowardly.

'It'll be... fine. We're both human after all.'

As humans, it's impossible for mating to be impossible.

With that judgment, I quietly nodded.

"Thank you."

He whispered softly and laid me down again.

"Hmgh..."

Soon, Rahilt's hot tip slightly parted my wet private area. Focusing on that sensation made me feel incredibly strange.

The fear I had briefly felt melted away when I saw Rahilt's troubled face as he diligently searched for the entrance.

"Rian..."

"Uh, um, yes..."

"A little... lower..."

"Ah..."

"Yes... that's... right."

It was when I gave my final affirmation.

Rahilt slowly pushed his hips forward, and I covered my mouth at the strange sensation of something entering me.

"Hngh."

"Huu..."

My breathing became irregular as Rahilt carefully inserted himself all the way to the tip. I felt like I would keep making moaning sounds due to the unknown sensation. Finally, he stopped moving and quietly announced:

"It's all... in."

"Really...?"

It was peculiar.

Contrary to what I expected, the pain lasted only a moment. Rather, the sight of Rahilt looking down at me and the thing squirming inside gave me an indescribable feeling.

'Could it be because I'm my father's daughter...?'

Because my body transcends even being a child of the dragon?

Either way, it was a good thing.

I smiled brightly to indicate I was okay.

"Rian."

"Are you alright?"

"Yes... in fact."

I gently stroked my lower abdomen and suggested:

"I think you can go all out."

"..."

That simple statement seemed to firmly cut away Rahilt's hesitation.

Creak!

As his hips moved, the bed we were on also made lewd noises.

Then, Rahilt's left hand moved to my nape, and his right hand caressed my disheveled breasts.

That was the beginning.

Thrust, thrust.

Creak, creak!

'Wh-what...?'

Rahilt embraced me tightly and moved his hips vigorously.

That was fine.

No, it's still fine.

But the good feeling is too intense!

"Haah, hmgh, hah... ahh... wait, Rian, mmgh..."

"Serin... Serin..."

"Hmgh, haah, hah... uah... Rian... Rian...!"

With tears welling up in my eyes, I asked pitifully:

"Why, why... are you good at this too...?"

Actually, is he good? I'm not sure. But given that my mind isn't working properly, he must be.

"Haah... haah..."

"Uuh, mmh, haah... uub."

Rahilt, who had been pressing down with his weight, forcefully overlapped his lips with mine. And with the hand that had been caressing my chest, he gently flicked my nipple, stimulating pleasure. My entire body was overflowing with pleasure to the point where the fuse in my head was barely maintaining its shape, about to snap.

Creak.

Creak.

"Ah... hmgh..."

Thump.

Thump.

"Ahm... Rian... Rian..."

Thud.

Thud.

"..."

"..."

Lost in ecstasy and suffering from pleasure, I didn't even realize when Rahilt had stopped.

I was so dazed and my reason was so clouded that I only became aware of the situation when Rahilt was withdrawing.

White fluid came out stickily, stretching like a thread, and the once pure white bed sheet had long since changed to a grayish-white color.

"Haah... huu... is it... is it over, Rian?"

"Pardon?"

"Pardon?"

"?"

"?"

We floated question marks above our heads for a while.

That's when I realized.

Rahilt had never even considered the possibility of ending after "one time."

"Since you enjoyed it... I'll put in more effort."

"What? I, well."

I did enjoy it, but this is a bit...

"You kept saying 'I like it' repeatedly, which was a bit embarrassing."

"What? Me? I did?"

"You were lovely."

He says I said things I don't remember saying.

I have no recollection of this...?

"I like you too, Serin."

"..."

At that innocent and warm smile, I couldn't help but twitch the corners of my mouth.

The night was turning out very differently from what I had imagined.

I was certain that in the end, I would be on top, leading and tormenting Rahilt...

But in reality, I chickened out before the deed, and the initiative was completely taken from me.

My body seemed to have escaped the control of my will.

"Aha... ahaha..."

"Serin?"

I thought he would be an innocent rabbit I could devour...

"May I kiss you?"

"Well, that is..."

I was... completely...

...

......

"Y-yes..."

Devoured instead.

Next Chapter"What are you doing, big brother?"

"..."

"Rahilt, big brother."

"..."

"Yay, I'm gonna eat lots and lots of candy~."

"Stop it, Eshtiel."

"Heeng."

Suddenly coming to my senses, I stared at my little sister who was fidgeting around me.

Even if dust exploded, I would have remained dazed and unfocused, yet she woke me up instantly. Eshtiel, who had always been just cute, was becoming increasingly cunning.

I was sitting on the bed, endlessly staring at the floor as if trying to bore a hole through it, and somehow I wasn't getting tired of it.

Eshtiel opened her innocent eyes wide at me.

"Why are you just sitting still? Are you a statue?"

"Haha, your sense of humor has improved a lot."

"Ahem."

You've grown into a child who knows how to make witty jokes, Eshtiel. I'm sure your classmates at the Academy have been a good influence.

Either way, Eshtiel persistently tugged at my collar.

"So what is it? If you have worries, tell me everything. Just wait and I'll solve them all for you."

"Really? How?"

"I'll tattle to brother Tesser!"

"..."

You've grown into a child who knows how to rely on power, Eshtiel. Sometimes I fear for your future. Because I never know which way you'll go.

I understand that Eshtiel is at an age full of curiosity, but I can't be completely honest with her.

How could I possibly tell her the truth?

That I can't focus because I'm lost in the lingering feelings of last night with Serin...

'For Eshtiel... I'll keep this secret forever.'

It's clearly a selfish thought, but I hope Eshtiel doesn't take after me. How happy I would be if she could remain a pure-hearted girl forever.

I really am a terrible brother.

"Eshtiel..."

"Hmm?"

"I'm sorry..."

For being a brother who couldn't maintain premarital chastity. For being your brother when my patience is worse than a mouse-nibbled potato piece. I'm truly sorry.

"Why? If you're sorry, then ten lemon candies!"

"I take it back."

"Uuu... you're mean."

I'm sorry for making you say I'm mean.

Anyway, I needed to distance myself at least one step from who I was yesterday. So I gently stroked Eshtiel who had plopped down beside me. It felt like spending time like this might somehow purify the fantasies of last night.

"Brother."

"Yes."

"It's my day off."

"Is there somewhere you want to go?"

"Uh-huh."

"Where?"

"I want to play with sister Serin."

"... Ah."

Well, this is quite the troublesome card she's played.

I'm not ready to face Serin yet. I'm not confident I won't blush the moment I see her...

Nevertheless, I wanted to see her so badly that I was stuck repeating the same worries, unable to move forward or backward.

"Why? Is that difficult too?"

"It's not... difficult."

What's difficult is my heart. My extremely lustful and unrestrained failings.

But it was also painful to continue receiving Eshtiel's suspicious gaze.

So I steeled my resolve and indicated my consent.

"Alright, let's go."

"Yay! We're going to see sister Serin!"

Is it really that good?

I suppose it's not incomprehensible, since Serin has always been extremely attentive to Eshtiel. It was amazing to see how she paid more attention to her than to me, who was already family. Perhaps Eshtiel likes Serin more than she likes me.

'That's not bad either.'

Serin will soon be family too. There was absolutely nothing wrong with her having a good relationship with Serin.

And so, our outing destination for today was decided.

Eshtiel hummed a funny tune and held my hand tightly. Until the moment we boarded the carriage.

◇

It was when we arrived at the imperial palace.

Serin, who had essentially given up her position as imperial princess, had left the main palace and was staying in a palace called the Platinum Palace, a place notable for its beautifully blooming white forget-me-nots.

As we stepped inside, we could see Serin coming out to greet us with quick steps, having received our notice.


'Ah...'

A low exclamation escaped as the wind blew.

Her jet-black hair fluttered gently above the swaying white forget-me-nots. The eyes that had passionately met mine last night were more beautiful than when they reflected the moonlight that day. Surprisingly, Serin changed beautifully with each moment. So much that I wished this wasn't an illusion that would break.

"Rian!"

She called me with her still energetic voice. And just like that, the embarrassment I had worried about for so long flew away like it was nothing. Instead, the corners of my mouth rose on their own, forming a smile.

"I'm sorry for the sudden visit."

"Not at all. I was bored, so this is perfect. I can't tell you how happy I am that our Tiel came to visit too."

Eshtiel immediately responded to Serin's kind words.

"Really? Are you happy I came?"

"Of course!"

"Hehe, I'm happy I can play with sister Serin too."

"How can such a creature exist..."

Serin lightly pinched Eshtiel's cheek. Eshtiel resisted with strange sounds but soon gave up. Perhaps that made Serin even more excited, as she picked Eshtiel up.

"Well... shall we go in together?"

"Yes!"

"Excuse us."

As Serin moved, the servants opened the doors of the Platinum Palace on their own. And we followed her into the beautifully shining white palace.

As we climbed the spiral staircase, Serin spoke.

"Honestly, I thought you wouldn't come, Rian."

"Umm..."

When I avoided her gaze with an awkward face, Serin immediately changed her target.

"I guess it's thanks to our cutie?"

"That's right! I told him I really really wanted to see sister Serin!"

"I see... so that's how it is?"

Serin sneered.

"How... how can I ever repay you, Tiel?"

"S-Serin."

It was truly a smile with remarkable swordsmanship.

My spine tingled so much that my lips froze.

"After what happened... wanting you to be with me, is that too much to ask..."

"No, no! I... well, um."

"You were embarrassed?"

"..."

Oh no.

Silence was as good as confirmation.

And so Serin's chilling smile deepened.

"Do you think I'm not affected? Because you were so... vigorous. I felt back pain I've never experienced before... I wished someone could massage it for me."

"I-I'm sorry, Serin. I failed to be considerate."

"I'd rather die than suffer like that."

Serin dismissed it coldly. Thanks to that, my guilt was growing like a sprouting seed.

That's when it happened.

Eshtiel asked a simple question.

"Sister Serin? Brother Rahilt? What were you doing so vigorously? And did you two meet yesterday?"

"Ah."

"Ahem!"

Serin suddenly realized her mistake, and I let out a strong fake cough.

"We... exercised, Tiel. Isn't that right, Rian?"

"Yes. It was a bit intense... so, I think I did wrong. I should restrain myself next time."

"Well, there's no need to restrain yourself... since I rather enjoyed it..."

"R-really?"

Just as my face brightened, Eshtiel added another comment.

"Ooh, if it's that fun, I should join too! Because today we're playing together!"

"ABSOLUTELY NOT!!!"

My voice and Serin's became one as we shouted.

Our intensity was so sharp that the cheerful Eshtiel drooped her head dejectedly.

"Hmph, that's mean..."

It absolutely was not too mean.

But adult circumstances that are difficult to explain can only seem harsh to a child.

What can we do?

All a tainted adult can do is apologize...

"I'm sorry, Eshtiel. It's just... it's still too difficult for you to do."

"Th-that's right. It's not time yet... maybe when your body grows a bit more, right?"

"No, Serin. Even when her body grows, it's not allowed."


"While I agree with that..."

Eshtiel, who was unknowingly being deprived of her freedom, pouted without following the conversation.

We sincerely prayed that the day Eshtiel learns the truth would come as slowly as possible.

◇

As time passed and the sunset dyed the world red in the early evening.

Eshtiel, tired from playing, was tossing and turning on the bed in the playroom, purring softly.

After the joyful journey, time for just the two of us approached again.

I helped Serin organize the scattered fairy tale books and placed them on the bookshelf. Then naturally, Serin, who had been close to the bookshelf, slipped into my arms.

We froze for a moment as our eyes unexpectedly met.

I lowered my head slightly and kissed Serin's lips lightly.

"Mmh, Rian?"

"Yes, Serin."

"I didn't see it coming, but you're quite the beast."

"I wasn't like this before, but perhaps Serin made me this way."

"If that's the case..."

Serin narrowed her eyes slyly.

"I'm quite pleased, you know?"

"That's a relief."

"Why?"

"It feels like I've received permission."

"Wow, I like it when Rian speaks informally too."

"Just this once."

"Why? Do more. More."

"While it's somewhat unfamiliar... I want to show my respect for Serin."

That's when Serin spoke in a slightly sulky voice.

"What? Are you saying I don't respect you?"

"Your informal speech is fine because I like it."

"How can that be? I'm fine with it because I like it too! For reference, I prefer semi-formal speech even more."

"Oh my."

I've trapped myself.

I fell silent after those words. Perhaps interpreting it as avoidance, Serin raised her eyes defiantly.

"Are you really going to be like this?"

"I don't know how Serin will take this... but it seems I'm quite selfish after all."

"What do you mean selfish? You're a pushover. You're just stubborn in strange ways."

"Is that so?"

"Yes, it is."

"Ahaha..."

As I let out an empty laugh.

Serin grabbed my collar tightly, forcefully holding me.

In the sudden tension, she said:

"Rian, I just thought of a way to break your stubbornness."

"I'm curious. What is it?"

"I realized I just need to become stronger than you."

"And what would you do with that strength...?"

"What else?"

For a moment, Serin's eyes flashed with a wild, beastly intensity.

"I'll torment you night after night until you grant my wish, and then I'll devour you."

"Ha... haha."

That's scary.

But also exciting.

It was as if I had become the beast with no way out.

Just as I was closing the gap between our lips.

"Well, not right now."

Serin pushed me away with her index finger. Then she glanced at the soundly sleeping Eshtiel and grinned.

Somehow I felt like I'd been completely outplayed, and a wry smile escaped me.

"We have plenty of time ahead. Right, Rian?"

"Definitely, yes. It will be very long, Serin."

I gazed passionately at her, the one who had twisted fate and held me fast. Not to be outdone, Serin sent me an intense look back.

Even such childish moments feel like miracles.

Serin was my salvation and destination.

Hoping this ending will remain happy forever.

Our story continues even after the curtain falls.

As long as our hands touch, forever.

The End - After the Romance Novel Ending

Next ChapterI would like to express my gratitude to everyone who enjoyed <After the Romance Fantasy Ending> to the very end. Of course, I'm also thankful to readers who dropped off along the way!

To be honest, I'm finding it difficult to write this afterword since I already included everything I wanted to say in the final chapter.

First, I should mention how happy I am that Eshtiel, whom I created on the spot, received so much love from everyone.

In the beginning, Eshtiel was only hinted at being a count's daughter, and she was actually planned as just a friend-like character. She wasn't supposed to have romantic feelings for him, but her actions were designed to provoke Serin's jealousy...

Somehow, she ended up becoming a little sister character with awkward speech. I thought that would be more interesting.

I feel like Eshtiel would say, "Actually, actually, that's the truth. I was supposed to be just best friends with my brother!"

On the other hand, if I were to confess what I regret, it would be that I couldn't fully develop certain settings because I was afraid the story would become too lengthy.

Like the backstory of Rodrick, who was the Empress's secondary male lead.
Or the specific story of the first Emperor and the Black Dragon mother-in-law.
Or Arhan, Kanarin's younger brother, who somehow became a MacGuffin.


Among those, I really wanted to write about the reverse harem dynamic between Eshtiel, Tesser, and Arhan. It's a shame. The triangle between the older brother figure and the same-age friend was too tempting to resist.

Come to think of it, I did indulge in some personal whims as an author.

Like parodying the final technique of the female lead from my first work through Kanarin's parallel ability.
Or reversing the content of my first work by putting the male lead in the position of trying to destroy the world this time.

Honestly, I had fun writing it.

I was particularly immersed when writing the chapter "Sky of Tragic Love" where Rahilt fully realizes the truth of the original work.

By the way, "Sky of Tragic Love" is a parody of a dungeon name from a certain game. Ugh, sweet and sour pork... my head hurts just thinking about it...

I've rambled on, but I think what those who have followed until the end are curious about is probably related to my next work.

Though I'm not sure if I'll be able to write given how busy real life is.


For now, what I've thought about is...

1. A romance fantasy about a protagonist who is reincarnated as a villain raising a terminally ill younger sister.
2. A modern apocalypse hunter story about a monster who grew up thinking it was human.

These are the likely candidates for my next work.

Unless something else suddenly inspires me, that's what it will be.

...Finally, I pay my respects to everyone who followed the story of <After the Romance Fantasy Ending> to the end.

As a writer, I can't help but bow my head to the readers who stayed with me until the very end.

I hope you'll continue to cheer for them beyond their tightly sealed happy ending.

Thank you so much.

Next ChapterI would like to greet you. Have you been well?

A subject I suddenly wanted to write about came to mind, so I've returned quite quickly.

My real life is quite busy, but I find writing about topics I enjoy to be really satisfying.


Therefore, I'm currently serializing a new work called "The Villainess Proposed a Contract Marriage" in the free serialization section.

I've uploaded up to chapter 8 so far!


If I were to pick keywords for this new work, I would say 'tsundere, child-raising, pure romance'. These three seem to sum it up.

If you've enjoyed my works, including those that cover what happens after romance fantasy endings, I hope you'll visit once.

Thank you always to the readers who visit!!!

Next Chapter# Grand Duchy of Elhader - Bedroom in the Grand Duke's Castle.

Rahilt's eyes, which had been in deep sleep, slowly opened. What woke him from his sound slumber was a white finger gently tickling his brilliant golden hair.

Then, his beautiful eyes resembling aquamarine half-opened, taking in the white bed sheets and the pitch-black silhouette.

"Serin..."

She wore a light black dress that he never wanted to show to others, something he wished to monopolize. His wife approached with an uncomfortably close distance, looking quite provocative.

Soon, Serin's lips carried a light question.

"What kind of dream were you having that you didn't wake up even when I lay down beside you?"

"...It's a secret."

"What...?"

Rahilt gently averted his eyes.

It was truly a secret he was keeping after a long time. It was clearly evident that he was hiding something that made him feel guilty. Seeing this, Serin's smiling eyes changed from curved to straight lines, carrying frost.

"What kind of woman was it?"

"Pardon?"

"What kind of woman were you fooling around with in your dream that you're creating secrets between us?"

"...Well, that..."

Rahilt was always overwhelmingly vulnerable in front of the rampaging Serin.

Serin was a wolf. A wild wolf that could bite a dragon's neck and still have enough strength to wrap around its body.

As Rahilt's mind was becoming distant, a faint voice invaded his consciousness.

"Pfft! Relax your expression. Do I not know your personality? What woman? You probably just had an embarrassing silly dream. Our Rian, your face is a national treasure of the empire, so if you frown like that, the country will fall."

"D-don't tease me with such irreverent words, Serin."

"Then I have no choice. Before the country falls, I should at least heal you, shouldn't I? Come here, quickly."

Wiggle, wiggle.

Serin repeatedly bent and straightened her fingers inward. Though it was just that, Rahilt narrowed the already close distance between them like a puppet controlled by strings.

"You know, Rian. Shall we play a game?"

"A game... you say?"

"Yes, and a very fair one at that."

"Hmm..."

"...Is it something that requires so much contemplation?"

"Based on past experience, when Serin suggests something with that face, eight or nine times out of ten, it ends up putting me in difficult situations."

"Oh, really. You're my husband, but you know your wife too well?"

Serin felt anew that they were indeed a married couple. When they had just finished their wedding ceremony, she thought everything would always feel new during their time together, but the time they shared gradually transformed the new into the ordinary.

'But there's always one thing that stays new.'

Chomp!

Serin grabbed Rian's face with both hands.

"Ah... always fresh. Always thrilling. They say married couples should fight occasionally, but how could anyone get angry looking at this?"

"Serin... please stop... being so cheesy..."

"What should I do? Thinking that I'll get to enjoy Rian in his 30s, 40s, and 50s like a lifelong course meal makes me starving. So..."

Slurp, Serin licked her lips. Rahilt couldn't understand what she found so appetizing.

"I want to show this off... but I also don't want to... but it's too precious to keep to myself. Hmm..."

"Does Serin like men's faces that much...?"

"To be precise, I like Rian. Even if your face suddenly became ugly, you'd still be you. But as it happens, my beloved Rian comes with a face I can feast on for a lifetime as a bonus."

"You're truly embarrassingly flirtatious, Serin..."

"Oh my. It's about time Rian got used to my sweet talk."

Sometimes she imagined Rian responding with smooth comebacks. When she got lost in fantasies about how destructive that would be, she couldn't help but laugh.

But there was one thing Serin didn't know.

If it had been another woman, Rahilt might have responded smoothly at least once out of pride, but unfortunately, Serin's energy was too overwhelming.

The small amount of smoothness inherent in Rahilt was completely suppressed by Serin's energy.

'Well, what does it matter? His reactions are so precious every day.'

Serin, completely unaware of her own issues. Yet there was no problem because Rahilt's shy reactions only proved his innocent affection.

That's why Serin knew very well.

The effective way to break down Rahilt's walls.

"So, Rian?"

"Yes?"

"Will you... play the game?"

"L-later..."

"Oh, come on. Think again."

Swoosh.

Serin slowly raised her body and soon dominated over Rahilt. Then she slowly lowered her upper body, putting her weight on him and pressing close.


Eventually, her chest, molding to Rahilt's shape, was trying to break down the iron fortress.

"Rian..."

Serin whispered almost into his ear.

"Won't you... play the game?"

"Ugh..."

At that moment, her lips descended to Rahilt's earlobe.

Chu.

The thrilling kiss, its sound, melted into Rahilt's eardrum, creating an exhilarating sensation.

Not stopping there, Serin deliberately blew a gentle breath and urged again.

"Rian... I want to play the game."

"Kuk, Serin..."

"Yes? Rian~."

After her endless teasing, Rahilt finally surrendered.

"I-I'll do it! So please... get off me."

"Why? Am I heavy?"

"Yes..."

"...What? Say that again."

At once, Rahilt confessed sincerely to the serious-looking Serin.

"Serin also... knows inside, don't you? That your chest is too plump compared to others... Serin doesn't seem to care about that much."

"No, that's..."

I'm doing this on purpose, you know.

Apart from Rahilt being seriously conservative sexually, it was also true that he was weak to such temptations.

A kind of cheat key.

If you want to make an unreasonable request to Rahilt, first press your chest against him. This truth was realized not long after their honeymoon began.

'I'm really glad the first chest Rian touched was mine...'

If such a person had touched someone else's chest first, wouldn't it have been deeply imprinted in his memory? In that sense, Rahilt's conservative nature was a blessing.

Anyway...

Having finally achieved victory, Serin explained the content of the game.

"You see, Rian. I want to play a question-and-answer game."

"Isn't that just simple asking and answering?"

"That's right. But the rule that you must tell only the truth to the other person is the loophole."

"Even without a game, I don't particularly lie to Serin..."

"Well, never mind that, let's just start the game, shall we?"

"Hmm... Alright. I'll let Serin go first."

"Wow... how sexy."

"W-what do you mean?!"

"Ahem, there's something like that. Anyway... then I'll ask a question?"

"Yes, I'm ready."

What a game with unclear intentions.

That's what Rahilt thought, but he froze at Serin's incoming question.

"What dream did you have earlier? Rian?"

"Cough!"

"...Huh?"

At Rahilt's violent cough, Serin's eyebrows twitched.

His panic was excessive. It wasn't a reaction that would come from a simple silly dream. This made Serin the one who became flustered.

"Tell me, Rian. Quickly."

She spoke in short, staccato sentences. It was a tone filled with anxiety and impatience.

But the answer that flowed from Rahilt next was unexpected.

"I dreamed of Serin."

"Huh? Me? It was a dream about me, and you kept that a secret?"

"...Wasn't it one question, one answer?"

"Ugh, that's right. Then it's Rian's turn to ask."

"Then... did Serin come all the way here dressed like that?"

"Oh my, what's this... what's the intention behind that question? Perhaps jealousy?"

"..."

"Ahah, what? Really?"

"It's not Serin's turn to ask yet..."

"Ah, right. I should answer? The answer is... ding dong dang! You got it right!"


"Serin...?!"

"Ah, but don't worry. Would the Grand Duchess show herself to others like this? I came properly dressed, so rest assured."

"That's... a relief."

"Oh my... kuk. Kuhup..."

Seeing the relieved Rahilt, a mischievous thought crossed her mind. It was true that she was dressed like this under her outer clothes, so the truth remained the truth without adding details.

She wondered how he would react if she had omitted the existence of the outer clothes. Like having something forbidden right in front of him.

"Ahem. It's my turn again? What kind of dream about me did you have?"

"That..."

Rahilt remained silent for a moment before opening his mouth.

"It was a dream about when Serin and I first met."

"...Really? You're not lying?"

"I can swear to Eshtiel on my honor...!"

"Oh, is that so? If it's Eshtiel, then it's believable..."

Yes... it's believable...

But what's the big deal about a dream of their first meeting?

The honest and sincere Rahilt had no need to keep it a secret.

Their meeting was certainly quite peculiar, but not embarrassing enough to hide.

'What is it really...?'

Though suspicions remained, it was now Rahilt's turn.

She waited for her husband's question with an exciting feeling.

"......Serin."

"Yes, Rian!"

Serin responded confidently, but she was stunned by the question that followed.

"May I kiss you?"

"...Pardon?"

"This is my question."

"Uh, uh, so..."

Momentarily slowed by the unexpected windfall.

Serin puckered her lips so much that it might have looked ugly.

"I'd be delighted."

"...Excuse me then."

Smooch.

"Ahah."

She giggled because she liked the soft and ticklish touch of his lips. She wanted to enjoy it more, but they were still in the middle of the game.

"Now, this time..."

Smooch.

"R-Rian?"

Smooch, smooch.

First the lips, then the cheeks, and after that, all the way to the nape of her neck. Rahilt's lips persistently traced Serin's sensitive areas.

"Ahaha! It tickles, Rian."

"You said you'd be delighted..."

"Even so..."

"Clearly, it was a game of answering only with the truth."

Smooch, smooch, smooch.

Under the shower of kisses that came without pause, Serin's switch was gradually pressed.

Her husband was strangely proactive today.

If she missed this opportunity, who knows when she would see this beast-like side of him again.

"Oh really... what an impossible person..."

So, Serin pretended to give in and pulled Rahilt into her embrace.

"Come here, my dear."

"...Yes, my wife."

And so their hands overlapped, followed by their body heat mixing in disarray.

During that passionate time, Rahilt was secretly relieved.

'That's fortunate.'

Rahilt had indeed spoken only the truth.

He just hadn't disclosed everything.

Serin still had no idea.

That the person who had kidnapped her during their first meeting was none other than Rahilt's subordinate...
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